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Chronology 


In the chronology, the years on the Hegira calendar, a dating system specific to 


Islam and still in force today, appear in parentheses. 


1137-1138 (532) 
Birth of Saladin in Tikrit. 
Saladin’s father (Ayyüb) and uncle (Shīrkūh) enter Zangi’s service in Mosul. 


1138—1139 (533) 
October 1139: Taking of Baalbek by Zangi: Ayyūb is named its governor. 


1144-1145 (539) 
December 1144: Taking of Edessa by Zangi. 


1145-1146 (540) 
December 1145: Proclamation of the Second Crusade. 


1146-1147 (541) 
September 1146: Assassination of Zangi. Nir al-Din succeeds him in Aleppo. 


1148-1149 (543) 
July 1148: Siege of Damascus by the Franks in the Second Crusade. Saladin’s 
elder brother is killed. 


1149-1150 (544) 
June 1149: Nir al-Din’s victory over the Franks of Antioch at Inab. 


1150-1151 (545) 
Liquidation of the county of Edessa by Nur al-Din and the Seljuk sultan of 
Anatolia. 
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II51—1152 (546) 
Saladin leaves Damascus to join Shīrkūh and Nir al-Din in Aleppo. 


1153—1154 (548) 
August 1153: Taking of Ascalon by the Franks. 


1154-1155 (549) 
1154: Commercial treaty between the Pisans and the Fatimids of Egypt. 
April 1154: Taking of Damascus by Nir al-Din; Ayyib and his family move to 


Damascus. 


1157—1158 (552) 
Nur al-Din ill in northern Syria: Shīrkūh is his representative in Damascus, 


where Ayyūb is military governor. 


1160 (555) 
November: Capture of Reginald of Chatillon (freed in 1176). 


1162-1163 (558) 
September 1163: The Fatimid vizier Shawar, removed from power, takes 


refuge in Syria. 


1163-1164 (559) 
April—October 1164: First expedition of Shirkth and Saladin to Egypt; Shawar 
is returned to power. 


1164—1165 (560) 
Saladin chief of police in Damascus. 


1165-1166 (561) 
Maimonides arrives in Egypt. 


1166-1167 (562) 
February—August 1167: Second expedition of Shīrkūh and Saladin to Egypt. 


1168-1169 (564) 

Nir al-Din has a minbar in sculpted wood built in Aleppo, to be placed in 
al-Aqsa Mosque after the reconquest of Jerusalem. 

November 1168: The Franks besiege Cairo; fire of al-Fustat. 

January 1169: Retreat of the Franks; Shirkth enters Cairo; murder of Shawar; 


Shirkih replaces him at the vizierate. 
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March 1169: Death of Shīrkūh; Saladin replaces him at the vizierate. 
June—August 1169: First conspiracy against Saladin; repression of the revolt 
of the blacks in Cairo. 


1169-1170 (565) 
October 1169: Damietta besieged by the Franks and the Byzantines. 
April 1170: Saladin welcomes his father, Ayyūb, to Cairo. 


August 1170: First measures promoting the return to Sunnism in Cairo. 


1170—1171 (566) 

Autumn 1170: Saladin founds two madrasas in al-Fustat. 

December 1170: Saladin’s attack on Gaza and Dārūm; taking of the fle de 
Graye off the coast of Ayla. 

February—March 1171: Saladin names a Shafite chief qadi in Cairo. 


1171-1172 (567) 
September 10, 1171: First Abbasid khutba pronounced in Cairo. 
September 13, 1171: Death of Caliph al-‘Adid, and end of the Fatimid dynasty. 
October-November 1171: Saladin’s expedition against Shawbak; first tensions 
with Nar al-Din. 
About 1172: The Venetians obtain a fundug in Alexandria. 


1172-1173 (568) 

Late 1172~early 1173: Saladin’s brother Taranshah puts down a revolt in Upper 
Egypt and penetrates into Nubia. 

June 1173: Saladin’s campaign against Kerak. 

August 9, 1173: Death of Saladin’s father, Ayyūb, in Cairo. 

1173: First expedition of Emir Qaraqiish to North Africa. 


1173: Commercial treaty between Saladin and the Pisans. 


1173-1174 (569) 
February—May 1174: Conquest of Yemen by Tūrānshāh. 
March-April 1174: Conspiracy against Saladin thwarted in Cairo. 
May 15, 1174: Death of Nir al-Din, and beginning of the Ayyubid dynasty. 
July 14, 1174: Death of King Amalric of Jerusalem. 
August 1, 1174: Saladin’s army repels a Sicilian fleet. 
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1174-1175 (570) 

August-September 1174: Revolt led by Emir Kanz al-Dawla in Upper Egypt. 

October 28, 1174: Saladin enters Damascus. 

December 28, 1174: Saladin takes Hama. 

Early January 1175: First assassination attempt on Saladin outside the walls of 
Aleppo. 

March 17-19, 1175: Saladin takes Homs, then Baalbek. 

April 13, 1175: Victory of Saladin over the Zangids at the “Horns of Hama.” 

May 1175: Accord signed between Saladin and al-Salih of Aleppo; Saladin 
receives the investiture of the caliph of Baghdad. 

Spring 1175: ‘Imad al-Din enters Saladin’s service. 


1175—1176 (571) 

1175: Qarāqūsh’s second expedition to North Africa: taking of Awjila and 
al-Azraqiya. 

April 19, 1176: Arrival of Taranshah in Damascus from Yemen. 

April 22, 1176: Victory of Saladin in Tall al-Sultan over the Zangids of Mosul 
and Aleppo. 

May-June 1176: Taking of Buza’a and ‘Azaz by Saladin, who escapes a second 
assassination attempt. 


1176—1177 (572) 
July 29, 1176: Peace concluded between Saladin and al-Salih of Aleppo. 
July—August 1176: Frankish raids in the region of Damascus and northern 
Syria. 
August 1176: Saladin lays siege to Masyaf, the fortress of the Assassins. 
September 6, 1176: Saladin’s marriage in Damascus to Nir al-Din’s widow. 
September 1176: Seljuk victory over the Byzantines in Myriokephalon. 
Autumn 1176: Beginning of construction on the wall and citadel of Cairo. 
March 1177: Start of the rebuilding of the Egyptian fleet. 
1177: New revolt in Qift in Upper Egypt. 


Foundation of a madrasa by Saladin near the tomb of al-Shafi'i in al-Fustat. 


1177-1178 (573) 

1177: Saladin signs a commercial treaty with the Genoese. 

November 25, 1177: Defeat of Saladin at the Battle of Ramla (or Battle of 
Montgisard). 
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1178—1179 (574) 
Spring 1179: Saladin takes Baalbek away from Ibn al-Muqaddam and hands it 


over to his brother Tūrānshāh. 


1179—1180 (575) 
1179: Qarāqūsh seizes Ghadamés and Tripoli in North Africa. 
June 1179: Victory of Saladin over the Franks in the region of Marj ‘Uyiin. 
August 29, 1179: Taking of the Castle of Bayt al-Ahzan by Saladin. 


1180-1181 (576) 
About June 1180: Death of Saladin’s brother Tūrānshāh in Alexandria. 
June 1180: Death of Sayf al-Din, Zangid prince of Mosul. 
May-June 1180: Truce between Saladin and the Franks. 
June-September 1180: Saladin conducts a campaign in Upper Mesopotamia. 
November—December 1180: Caliph al-Nasir li-Din Allah reconfirms Saladin’s 


investiture. 


1181-1182 (577) 

Deportation of Arab tribes from the Frankish border regions to the western 
Delta. 

Saladin’s brother Tughtegin goes to Yemen. 

December 4, 1181: Death of al-Salih in Aleppo. 

Late 1181: Raid of Reginald of Chatillon directed at the holy cities of the Hejaz. 


1182-1183 (578) 
May-July 1182: Muslim raids against the kingdom of Jerusalem. 
September—October 1182: Al-Bira, Edessa, Rakka, the Khabur Valley, Nisibin, 
Sarūj, and Hisn Kayfa surrender to Saladin. 
Early January 1183: Taking of Sinjar. 
Early 1183: Raid by Reginald of Chatillon in the Red Sea. 
April 1183: Taking of Amida by Saladin. 


1183-1184 (579) 

June 1183: Aleppo surrenders to Saladin. 

December 1183: Saladin hands over Aleppo to his brother al-Adil; his nephew 
Taqi al-Din is sent to Cairo. 


1184—1185 (580) 
September 1184: Raids by Saladin on Kerak, Nablus, and Jenin. 
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1185-1186 (581) 

About April 1185: Death of Baldwin IV of Jerusalem; truce between Saladin 
and the Franks. 

April-December 1185: Saladin’s campaign in Upper Mesopotamia. Surrender 
of Mayyāfāriqīn. 

January-February 1186: Saladin very ill in Harran. 


March 4, 1186: Accord with Mosul recognizing Saladin’s suzerainty. 


1186-1187 (582) 
September 1186: Guy of Lusignan crowned king of Jerusalem. 
August-November 1186: Saladin installs his son al-Afdal in Damascus, his son 
al-‘Aziz in Cairo, and his son al-Zahir in Aleppo; al-Adil named guardian 
of al“Azīz in Cairo. 


Early 1187: Reginald of Chatillon pillages a caravan between Cairo and Damascus. 


1187—1188 (583) 

April 1187: Saladin attacks Reginald of Chatillon’s lands (Kerak and Shawbak). 

July 4, 1187: Victory of Saladin in Hattin, followed by the conquest of Acre, 
Haifa, Caesarea, Arsif, Jaffa, Tibnin, and Sidon. 

August 4 and 6, 1187: Conquest of Jubayl and Beirut. 

September 5, 1187: Conquest of Ascalon, followed by Gaza, Dārūm, Ramla, 
and Latrun. 

September 20—October 2, 1187: Siege, then conquest, of Jerusalem. 

November 12, 1187-January 1, 1188: Siege of Tyre. 

August—December 1187: Call for the Third Crusade in the West. 

Early 1188: The Almohad caliph, Abū Yusuf Ya‘qiib al-Mansiir, retakes Gabès 
from Qaraqiish. 

February 1188: Murder of Ibn al-Muqaddam in Mecca, and tensions between 
Saladin and the caliph. 


1188—1189 (584) 
July-September 1188: Saladin’s campaign in northern Syria and reconquest of 
a large number of fortresses. 


November 1188—January 1189: Surrender of Kerak, Safad, and Kawkab. 


1189-1190 (585) 
April-May 1189: Surrender of Shawbak. 
August 29, 1189: Beginning of the siege of Acre by the Franks. 
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II90—I191 (586) 
April 1190: Surrender of the castle of Beaufort. 
June 10, 1190: Death of Frederick Barbarossa in Cilicia. 


Autumn 1190: Saladin’s embassy to the Almohad caliph. 


II9I—1192 (587) 

April 20, 1191: Arrival of Philip Augustus at Acre. 

May 1191: Landing of Richard the Lionheart in Cyprus. 

June 8, 1191: Richard’s arrival at Acre. 

July 12, 1191: Surrender of Acre to the Franks. 

September 1191: Victory of the Franks in Arsūf: Saladin has Ascalon and the 
strongholds between Jaffa and Jerusalem destroyed. 

October 10, 1191: Death of Saladin’s nephew Taqi al-Din en route to Armenia. 


Execution in Aleppo of the mystic al-Suhrawardi. 


II92—1193 (588) 

April 28, 1192: Assassination of Conrad of Montferrat. Henry of Champagne 
lord of the kingdom of Jerusalem. 

September 1-3, 1192: Conclusion of a truce between the Franks and the 
Muslims. 

October 9, 1192: Richard leaves the Holy Land. 

Completion of Saladin’s Shafite madrasa (al-Salahiyya) in Jerusalem. 


1193 (589) 
March 4: Death of Saladin in Damascus, followed by the division of his states 
among his sons and his brother al-‘Adil. 


1195-1196 (592) 
December 15, 1195: Saladin’s coffin is transferred to his mausoleum north of 
the Umayyad Mosque in Damascus. 


Introduction 


“Mr. Sultan, weve returned to the Orient!” These words are 
attributed to General Henri-Joseph-Eugéne Gouraud, spoken as he stood be- 
fore Saladin’s tomb in July 1920, just after French troops had entered Damas- 
cus.’ It hardly matters whether that statement was actually uttered. Its very 
fame attests to the strong impression that the sultan left in the collective 
memory of both the East and the West. 

In the East, Saladin was in the first place the liberator of Jerusalem, a city 
that even today crystallizes the aspirations and claims of three major religions: 
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Saladin is also the man who succeeded in re- 
pelling the Westerners and in reunifying a large part of the Muslim world, 
from the banks of the Tigris to Cyrenaica, and from Yemen to northern Syria. 
His luster and popularity are therefore still keen in the Middle East, where the 
cult of heroes is omnipresent.” 

If, beginning in the twentieth century, Saladin—Salah al-Din in Arabic— 
became a true icon among Muslims (with the exception of the Shiites) in that 
part of the world, to the point of eclipsing other great Islamic figures of the past, 
it is because, precisely, the Arab world was confronted with a failure in its unifi- 


cation, given European colonization, then the creation of the state of Israel, the 
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annexation of Jerusalem, and finally, the many U.S. interventions. Within that 
context of dependency, even powerlessness, the sultan appeared as the figure of 
the liberator par excellence, the model of the sovereign who knew how to re- 
store Arab pride and dignity. And yet Saladin was not an Arab but a Kurd. Ef 
forts have therefore been made to emphasize his linguistic and cultural “Arab- 
ness,” his attachment to Islam, his respect for Arab values: hospitality, generosity, 
forbearance, honor, courage. These are all reasons why Arab leaders, however 
different they may be, have taken him as their reference point and adopted him 
as their hero. Both Gamal Abdel Nasser and Saddam Hussein identified with 
Saladin, in order to style themselves as new charismatic leaders of the Arabs. 

In the West, Saladin is among the few Arab Muslim historical figures, 
along with Muhammad and Hārūn al-Rashid, who strike something of a chord. 
His name is usually associated with the Crusades, with chivalry and courtli- 
ness, generosity and respect for one’s foes. His image, portrayed since the 
Middle Ages in various chivalrous romances and chansons de geste, has con- 
tinued to evolve in conjunction with the historical circumstances. During the 
Age of Enlightenment, authors such as Voltaire and Gotthold Lessing depicted 
him as an enlightened sovereign, tolerant and open to all religions. Even today, 
he is probably the only Muslim ruler in history whom Hollywood studios 
could imagine casting as a hero. 


The first biography of Saladin composed in the West was, paradoxically, the 
work of a Frenchman, Louis-Francois Marin, in the eighteenth century— 
paradoxically, because French historiographers subsequently lost interest in 
Saladin. Many excellent studies have been published in the United Kingdom, 
the United States, Germany, and Israel, but very few in France. The last French 
biography devoted to him goes back more than fifty years and is marked by an 
idyllic vision of the individual and a reductive view of Islam.’ True, there is no 
dearth of difficulties involved in such an undertaking. These lie in great part in 
the nature of the sources. Very few archival documents have been preserved, 
and the narrative sources available to us come in great part from Saladin’s im- 
mediate circle or from the entourage of his successors. And, as they themselves 
admit, they describe Saladin’s life and reign with a clearly panegyric intention. 


It is thus not always easy to make a clear distinction between Saladin’s true per- 
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sonality and the portrait of the ideal monarch to which he is constantly com- 
pared. In many respects, these works are similar to, on one hand, hagiographi- 
cal literature, known to Islamic culture from the tenth century on, which 
celebrates the virtues (mandqib) of certain venerated figures—founders of legal 
schools or figures known for their piety and considered “saints’—and, on the 
other, of “Mirrors for Princes,” a literary genre heir to ancient Persian traditions 
and intended to highlight the qualities expected of a good ruler: piety, justice, 
generosity, clemency, defense of religion, a sympathetic ear and a closeness to 
his people. The Saladin they portray was intended to serve as a model for future 
generations, as Ibn al-Athir points out in his definition of history: “When kings 
read the biographies of just sovereigns in history books and when they see how 
much they were respected by their subjects, they will truly follow their exam- 
ple.” Other texts, conversely, originate in spheres hostile to Saladin, such as the 
Zangids of Mosul or the Christians of the Latin states, a fact that makes inter- 
preting them just as difficult. 

How much credence, then, can historians of today grant to our sources? 
What allowances are we to make for a certain form of animosity or, on the con- 
trary, for more or less official propaganda? Is it not just as difficult to apprehend 
the “true” Saladin as to approach the “true” Saint Louis? To borrow the now- 
famous question raised by Jacques Le Goff in his excellent biography of that 
monarch, we might ask: Did Saladin exist?* Is not the Saladin that appears 
through the words of his immediate circle merely a model, an idealized image? 

There are multiple answers to these questions, but let me make two re- 
marks from the outset. First, the biographies written by Saladin’s contempo- 
raries do need to be read critically and with circumspection. But it would be just 
as regrettable to reject them en bloc as to accept them without reservation. Al- 
though the authors seek primarily to emphasize the virtues of their sovereign, 
to demonstrate his merit, in order to perpetuate his memory for eternity, these 
are men who were close to him, listened to him, counseled him, who fought 
and prayed beside him, who observed his actions on a daily basis, who consoled 
and encouraged him, and who even kept watch over him until his last breath. 
Their accounts, despite their embellishments and sometimes obvious exaggera- 
tions, indisputably preserve the traces of these moments of intimacy, and often 
attest to the profound knowledge the authors had of their sultan’s personality. 

It is also necessary to read these sources with eyes different from those of a 
historian seeking to establish “how things actually happened,” to borrow the 
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expression of the famous nineteenth-century German historian Leopold von 
Ranke, one of the founders of “scientific” and “objective” history. The facts have 
their importance, of course—no one can deny that—but the way they were pre- 
sented, understood, and experienced by Saladin’s contemporaries is key. What 
image did they retain of Saladin and of his power? How and why did they spread 
it? What is covered by that propaganda? Is it intended simply to glorify an indi- 
vidual? Through these discourses, does not a political conception of power 
emerge, as well as a certain vision of the world and of the religious and moral 
values on which the society of that time was founded? The images, metaphors, 
and words chosen are indicative of the idea the authors held of an ideal prince, 
while the description, true or false—it hardly matters in this context—of their 
enemies is itself the occasion to point out his good qualities. Therefore, the in- 
terest in noting the comparisons our sources make between Saladin and one 
biblical figure or another obviously lies not in demonstrating the validity of 
these comparisons but rather in attempting to understand the intentions and 
objectives concealed behind such an approach. In the same way, a historian 
would not inquire into the reality of a miracle that occurred around the sanctu- 
ary of some holy figure but would rather examine how that miracle was used by 


the sovereign within the framework of his religious policy. 


Because the representation we have of Saladin is inseparable from the sources 
that speak of him, it is with these sources that I must begin.’ Three of Saladin’s 
close collaborators—an Egyptian originally from Ascalon, an Iranian, and an 
Iraqi—have provided us with the essential accounts of his life and reign. The 
first of these collaborators, named al-Fadil (1135-1200), was his adviser and 
friend, almost like an elder brother, two years older than he. Al-Fadil began his 
career in the Fatimid chancery before entering Saladin’s service in 1171. This 
adviser quickly came to exert a great influence on the sovereign. In Egypt, it 
was al-Fadil who controlled the entire administration and the tax receipts 
needed to finance military expeditions. The journal in which he recorded his 
observations on a daily basis has unfortunately been lost, but a few excerpts 
have come down to us.° From the many acts he composed for the Egyptian 
chancery and from the vast correspondence, official or private, that he sent to 


rulers, emirs, ulemas, to Saladin himself, and to members of his own family— 
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more than eight hundred documents and letters known to date—it is possible 
to extract information on many aspects of Saladin’s policies. Also appearing in 
these texts is much more personal advice from al-Fadil regarding the sultan’s 
behavior and manner of governing.’ There is no doubt that a strong friendship 
and mutual respect united the two men. Despite his fragile constitution and 
health problems, al-Fadil survived his master and went on to serve two of his 
sons. He died in Cairo in early 1200 at the age of sixty-five, leaving behind a 
large administrative and literary body of work as well as many charitable foun- 
dations to aid law students, educate orphans, and free Muslim prisoners de- 
tained by the Franks.* 

‘Imad al-Din al-Isfahani (1125-1201), also an administrator, was a native of 
Isfahan and began his career in Iraq, before moving to Damascus in 1167. There 
he served as secretary to the chancery and as secretary of finances, while at the 
same time teaching law. Introduced into Saladin’s circle in 1175, he was backed 
by al-Fadil, who hired him as a secretary. His extensive literary background, 
his experience in administration, his knowledge of Persian and of the regions 
east of the Euphrates were of great value to Saladin, who asked ‘Imad al-Din to 
accompany him in all his travels and to compose official letters and documents 
along the way. ‘Imad al-Din has provided us with a vast poetic oeuvre. Of his 
historical writings, let me note especially his Book on the Conquest of Jerusalem,” 
and a history of Saladin’s reign, which is partly autobiographical.” He began 
writing the first book during Saladin’s lifetime, and Saladin was therefore able 
to hear him read a few passages from it in 1192. ‘Imad al-Din’s account is of key 
importance because the information he gives about the events he directly wit- 
nessed is very precise, particularly the course of battles, the weapons used, and 
the negotiations conducted. The many letters he reproduces—his own but also 
those of al-Fadil—are rich in imagery and metaphors, which, beyond the oblig- 
atory rhetoric, reveal the view that the Muslims may have had of their leaders, 
their allies, and their enemies. The value of his information was well recog- 
nized by many later authors, who drew a large part of their accounts on Sala- 
din’s reign from his works. 

The third author, equally close to Saladin, was named Baha’ al-Din Ibn 
Shaddad (1145-1234). Unlike the first two, Ibn Shaddad, born in Mosul and 
trained in Iraq, was not an administrator but a traditionist (expert on hadith)" 
and jurist of renown. It was only in 1188, when he returned from his pilgrimage 


to Mecca, that he entered Saladin’s service. Clearly impressed by the sultan’s 


EN FT R® OD UU CTT ON 





victories over the Franks, Ibn Shaddad composed a treatise for him on the mer- 
its of jihad, before accompanying him on his military campaign in northern 
Syria. Subsequently, he was also beside Saladin during the interminable siege of 
Acre from 1189 to 1191. Saladin initially named him qādī of the army; that is, he 
was in charge of administering justice during military campaigns. Then, in 
1192, Saladin appointed Ibn Shaddad to the supreme judiciary in the city of Jeru- 
salem, which had recently been reconquered. Most of his writings consist of 
collections of hadith and legal works, but he owes his notoriety above all to the 
biography he devoted to Saladin.” It was written during the very last years of 
the twelfth century in a style close to hagiography, and its objectives are clear: 
first, to praise Saladin’s virtues, especially his attachment to his religious obliga- 
tions, his sense of justice, his generosity, his clemency, and his courage; and 
second, to retrace his career, emphasizing especially the events following the 
conquest of Jerusalem, the Third Crusade in particular. In writing his book, Ibn 
Shaddad likely made use of ‘Imad al-Din’s Book on the Conquest of Jerusalemn— 
their accounts are very similar in places—but, from 1188 onward, the amount of 
original information increases substantially and gives his work all the flavor of 
an eyewitness account. 

The importance of these three authors lies not only in the direct testimony 
they supply regarding Saladin, whom they knew well, but also in their roles as 
actors on the political and religious scene, since each in his own way influ- 
enced the sovereign’s conduct and participated directly in his propaganda cam- 
paign. Conversely, the account of another great historian of that time, Ibn al- 
Athir (1160-1233), sheds more light on what must have been said in the court of 
the princes of Iraq and Upper Mesopotamia. Born in that region, Ibn al-Athir 
spent a large part of his life in Mosul, where he frequented the ruling Zangid 
circles keenly opposed to Saladin’s power. But after a peace treaty was finally 
signed in 1186, by the terms of which the Zangids of Mosul recognized Sala- 
din’s suzerainty and pledged to send him troops, Ibn al-Athir himself accompa- 
nied the emir of Mosul, when in 1188 he went to aid Saladin in his battles 
against the Franks of northern Syria. 

Ibn al-Athir’s close proximity to the Zangids of Mosul is perceptible to vary- 
ing degrees in his historical works. His History of the Atabegs of Mosul,’ com- 
pleted between 1211 and 1219, clearly sides with that dynasty, and its praise of 
Nur al-Din was undoubtedly inspired by Ibn Shaddad’s eulogy of Saladin. All 


the same, his masterwork remains his Universal History,* which ends in 1231 and 


bw Ft ©. OD @ Gs FON 





was used amply by later historians. Because of his Zangid sympathies, a critical 
attitude toward Saladin has often been ascribed to Ibn al-Athir. No doubt his 
judgment clashes with the chorus of praise characteristic of the accounts of sey- 
eral of his contemporaries, but his opinion is far from wholly negative. Some- 
times his narrative is inspired by the work of ‘Imad al-Din, and more rarely by 
that of Ibn Shaddad, two authors who cannot be suspected of evil intentions 
toward Saladin. Moreover, in those of his views that are apparently hostile to 
the sultan, his criticisms focus especially on the sultan’s lack of perseverance 
against the cities that displayed fierce resistance to him. Ibn al-Athir also attacks 
Saladin’s excessive magnanimity in allowing the Frankish populations of the 
conquered regions to seek refuge in Tyre, which was thereby strengthened.” 
But Ibn al-Athir was not the only one to formulate these criticisms, and he is far 
from insensitive to Saladin’s positive qualities, particularly his victories over the 
Franks. He often depicts a Saladin driven by great zeal for the holy war and 
fighting in the front ranks beside his troops. At times he also points out the 
rightness of Saladin’s opinions and shifts responsibility for the errors committed 
onto the sultan’s emirs. Does he not say of Saladin in his obituary that the sultan 
was a generous, patient, clement, modest sovereign, respectful of religious law, 
cultured, very committed to leading the jihad—in short, “a rare individual in 
his age”? One thing is sure: Ibn al-Athir's narrative, thorough and lucid, is use- 
ful for complementing and sometimes counterbalancing the accounts of his 
predecessors. 

Many other thirteenth- and fourteenth-century historians took an interest 
in Saladin’s reign, and their accounts have come down to us directly and also 
through quotations preserved in later compilations. Of them, Ibn Abi Tayyi’ 
has a distinctive perspective, that of a Shiite from Aleppo, an observer of the 
events in northern Syria. His view of Saladin is rather benevolent, no doubt be- 
cause Saladin adopted a more conciliatory policy toward the Aleppine Shiites 
than had his predecessor Nir al-Din. There are also Christian Arab sources, 
whose accounts are of particular interest for evaluating Saladin’s attitude toward 
non-Muslims and for understanding the reactions of these communities, which 
were often held hostage by the Franks or the Muslims. Of course, the impression 
created by these sources differs, depending on whether their authors lived in ter- 
ritories subject to the authority of Saladin and his descendants. For example, 
Michael the Syrian, the Jacobite patriarch of Antioch living under Frankish dom- 
ination, adopted a much freer tone in this respect than Bar Hebraeus, the leader 


NEVE "O Doe SF FIO 





of the Eastern Jacobite Church residing in Upper Mesopotamia or northern 
Syria. Without actually taking Saladin’s side, Bar Hebraeus gives on the whole 
a positive image of the sultan. Significant in this respect is his laudatory obitu- 
ary, recopied in full from that of Ibn al-Athir. Not even the Muslims’ capture of 
the relic of the True Cross and the reconquest of Jerusalem in 1187 seem to have 
inspired any particular regret in Bar Hebraeus.” 

We find the same caution among the Coptic authors from Egypt, both in 
the massive History of the Patriarchs of the Egyptian Church and in Abū l-Ma- 
karim’s History of the Churches and Monasteries.'* When the destruction of 
churches and the exactions demanded from the Christians are denounced, it is 
rarely Saladin in person who is implicated. Saladin is even depicted as a sover- 
eign who limited the abuses and allowed Christians to once more take their 
place within society and to rebuild their destroyed churches. The impression 
given by the Armenian manuscripts written in Christian territory, in Lesser or 
Greater Armenia, is very different. These manuscripts display an open hostil- 
ity toward Saladin but not always a very good knowledge of the events in 
Syria-Palestine. Similarly, certain Nestorian authors from Mosul, though not 
as virulent, attest to a great sadness following the capture of Jerusalem by the 
Muslims. This shows that all these accounts, whether hostile or favorable to 
Saladin, must be analyzed with caution and circumspection, to avoid taking a 
polemical view of his attitude toward the non-Muslim communities. 

Many other sources provide further information about Saladin’s life. A few 
odds and ends are to be had in the biographical dictionaries devoted to various 
categories of individuals (ulemas, leaders, men of letters, physicians, or nota- 
bles), in travel narratives by men such as Ibn Jubayr, who describe the regions 
they passed through, or in vast encyclopedias that contain a great deal of infor- 
mation on the administrative and urban organization of the states concerned. 
Works inciting jihad and those on the military arts provide us with a better 
understanding of the ideology of holy war at the time and of the course of bat- 
tles in the field. In legal, administrative, economic, and scientific treatises, we 
find indications of the interest Saladin took in each of these areas. Finally, po- 
etry, whether panegyric or satirical, gives us a better grasp of the way contem- 
poraries represented Saladin and his entourage.” 

This panorama of sources on Saladin would not be complete without the 
Latin texts. William of Tyre was undoubtedly the best Latin historian of the 


Crusades. His Chronicle, written between 1169 and 1184, is a valuable document 
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for understanding the relation between Saladin and the Franks in the first part 
of his reign. William of Tyre’s view of the sultan is mixed: he judges Saladin to 
be ambitious and accuses him of having usurped power, but at the same time 
William is in awe of Saladin and recognizes his great courage and a certain po- 
litical skill that won the sultan the support of his subjects.” 

We need to be much more cautious in our use of the other Latin and French 
sources, written between William of Tyre’s death and the mid-thirteenth cen- 
tury. Although rich in information—particularly on the Third Crusade—they 
often combine historical facts with legendary aspects. The most important of 
these are the French Continuation of William of Tyre, which has come down to 
us in several recensions;”' the Itinerarium pereginorum et gesta regis Ricardi, which 
casts Richard the Lionheart as the hero; and the Chronicle of Ernoul and of Ber- 
nard the Treasurer.*? Over the course of these narratives, the image of Saladin 
gradually undergoes a transformation. Having appeared as the sworn enemy of 
Christendom at the time of his ascent, beginning in the 1220s he takes on the 
features of the “chivalrous” sovereign, which epic and romantic literature sub- 


sequently seized on to construct the legendary history of Saladin.** 


The reader will of course find in this book an account of the events, known or 
less well known, that constituted the framework for the existence of this 
unique sovereign. Above all, I wished to shed light on the aspects of the indi- 
vidual that have been little studied by historians until now: the influences ex- 
erted on him, his conception of power, his attachment to Syria, his methods of 
governance, the application he intended to make of Islamic law, and his daily 
life. Saladin was obviously a man of his time. He was immersed in a society 
marked by war and violence, but also by many exchanges, an intense cultural 
life, a strong religiosity, and a sense of fatality that impelled human beings to 
accept all the trials of life as God’s will. It was a fundamentally nonegalitarian 
society where it was understood that men and women, masters and slaves, Mus- 
lims and non-Muslims, rich and poor, had neither the same rights nor the same 
duties. It is within that environment that I have endeavored to place Saladin, in 
order to tease out the meaning of his actions. That environment was noted for 
the coexistence of diverse cultures, which are even reflected—and this is often 


overlooked—in the choice of the names he and his brothers received from their 
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parents and that he conferred on his own children: Persian in some cases 
(Turanshah, Shahanshah), Arabic (Yusuf, Muhammad) or Turkish (Buri, Tugh- 
tegin) in others. 

Representations and images are also central to my subject: the representa- 
tion of the ideal sovereign, the image of the other, the birth of a myth. All these 
questions will make it possible to inquire into what separates discourse from 
reality, literary construction from history. The heroic figure of Saladin lies not 
only in his intrinsic qualities, his extraordinary personality, but also, to an equal 
degree, in the willingness of his contemporaries and of posterity to imagine 
him in a certain way. On the basis of what arguments did his propaganda, and 
then his legend, develop? Was his defense of the Islamic religion, often evoked 
to advance his claims to legitimacy, the only justification for his power? In order 
to represent Saladin as a model sovereign and to reinforce his authority, his 
entourage often associated him with the mythical figures of Islamic culture, 
that is, with the prophets or the first caliphs. These comparisons are valuable for 
understanding the lineage within which Saladin wanted to situate his policy 
and for grasping the significance of his choices. 

Behind the sovereign is the man, his aspirations, his emotions, his tastes, his 
shortcomings, his fears, and his suffering. This is the hidden face of Saladin, the 
most difficult to grasp and the least known to anyone not satisfied with the por- 
traits drawn by his panegyrists. Years spent in the company of an individual can 
give the illusion of proximity. But objective history does not exist, and despite 
all the customary precautions, I have undoubtedly projected onto him the ques- 
tions and criteria I bring to bear as a twenty-first-century historian. The Saladin 
I had the occasion to discover, based on all the materials collected, is therefore 
the man and his world, the man in his world. Indeed, to set out to find him is to 
go in search of a personality that exists for others before existing in itself. 

Readers are thereby warned. It is now up to them to participate in the dis- 
covery of the true Saladin. 


I 


Saladin’s World 


In 1188, on a plateau near Hattin, west of Lake Tiberias, a deso- 
late landscape appeared before the eyes of the historian Ibn al-Athir. A year 
after Saladin’s formidable victory, countless corpses of Franks still lay strewn 
on the ground, partially devoured by birds of prey. Not far from there, Jerusa- 
lem had once more become Muslim: the voices of muezzins had replaced the 
sound of church bells; the Frankish nobility had been beheaded; and Saladin 
was at the height of his glory. He had just turned fifty. 

The image of the eternal jihad warrior, which it would be tempting to ap- 
ply to Saladin, is nonetheless misleading, since the war against the Franks was 
not always at the center of his concerns. When he was young, nothing pre- 
destined him to dominate a territory so far-reaching—from Egypt to Upper 
Mesopotamia—and to become the symbol of the struggles against the Latin 
states in the East. Born in about 1137 in Tikrit, northern Iraq, a city where his 
father, Ayyub, served as governor on behalf of the Seljuks, Saladin too might 
have entered the service of the sultans of Iran and Iraq, ifa series of unforeseen 
events had not determined otherwise, within an eventful political and military 
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Caliphs and Sultans: A World Marked by Violence 


To understand Saladin’s reign and the issues relating to it, let us briefly journey 
back in time. Since the middle of the tenth century, two major rival caliphates 
had faced off in the East: the religious authority of the Abbasid Sunni caliph of 
Baghdad extended from the Indus to the shores of the Mediterranean, whereas 
the Fatimid Shiite caliph of Cairo, at the pinnacle of his powers in the late tenth 
century, controlled a good part of North Africa, Egypt, the western coast of 
Arabia, and part of Syria-Palestine. Both men claimed to be the legitimate suc- 
cessor of the Prophet and to exercise political and spiritual authority over the 
Muslim community. The caliph of Baghdad belonged to the lineage of the 
Prophet's uncle ‘Abbas, the caliph of Cairo to that of ‘Ali, the Prophet’s cousin 
and husband of his daughter, Fatima. 

In the mid-eleventh century, the Abbasid caliph of Baghdad welcomed the 
arrival of a new dynasty of Turkish princes, the Seljuks, who, after establishing 
their power in Iran, represented themselves to the caliph as defenders of Sunn- 
ism. They delivered him from the control exerted by the Shiite Buyid emirs, 
who belonged to a minor dynasty of Iranian origin, and promised to help him 
put an end to the Fatimid dynasty. The caliph conferred the title of sultan on 
the Turkish princes, which meant acknowledging their military might while at 
the same time indicating that they drew their legitimacy from the caliph and 
from him alone. To the caliph, therefore, fell religious power and the privilege 
of granting or refusing support to the political authorities. Indeed, in order for 
their authority to be acknowledged by the population in the Sunni world, the 
Seljuks could not do without that support. Upon the sultan devolved the re- 
sponsibility for defending the territory of Sunni Islam, and in particular, for 
expanding it at the expense of the Shiite dynasty of the Fatimids. That separa- 
tion of powers was far from complete, since the caliph continued to meddle in 
politics and sometimes attempted to recover real authority over the territories 
around Baghdad, while the Seljuks for their part made every possible effort to 
ensure that Sunnism would prevail, by developing certain legal-religious insti- 
tutions such as the madrasas, designed to train a Sunni intellectual elite. 

The lands conquered by the Seljuks in the second half of the eleventh cen- 
tury included Syria-Palestine and Anatolia, making the Seljuks the masters of a 
great empire, whose center remained in Iran and Iraq. In that vast territory, 


populations of very diverse ethnic and religious backgrounds lived side by side. 
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The Arab conquerors and their descendants had imposed their political domi- 
nation there in the seventh century and had gradually mixed with the local 
populations. Apart from the nomadic or seminomadic Arab tribes and a few 
prominent families, especially those that claimed to be descended from the 
Prophet, it was becoming difficult in many cases to distinguish the Arabs from 
the Arabized indigenous peoples. Arabic, the language of the Koran and of the 
administration, had quickly gained ground, and Islamization was also making 
inroads. But in the eleventh century, many regions of Mesopotamia, Armenia, 
Anatolia, Syria, and Egypt still had large non-Muslim populations (Jewish and 
especially, Christian) who, in addition to Arabic, continued to use their own 
languages (Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, Greek). 

Although Islamized and profoundly Arabized, the Iranians too spoke and 
wrote in their own languages. Among these were the Kurds, numerous in the 
regions west and south of the Caspian Sea, and who, from the eleventh century 
on, began to expand into northern Syria. Finally, there were the Turks, origi- 
nally from the steppes of central Asia, who had been recruited by the caliphal 
armies in great number beginning in the ninth century and, in the tenth, had 
spread into Syria-Palestine and even into Egypt. But their numbers especially 
grew after the Seljuk conquest of the Middle East. Their presence extended at 
that time to Anatolia, which came under Turkish domination for the first time 
in the late eleventh century. Throughout his life, Saladin would have to come 
to terms with these multiple traditions—Kurdo-Iranian, Arab, and Turkish— 
which are reflected even in the choice of the names that Saladin and his broth- 
ers bore: Persian in the case of the two eldest (Shahanshah and Tiranshah); 
Arabic for himself and al-Adil (Yasuf and Muhammad); and Turkish for the 
others (Tughtegin and Būrī). 

On arriving in that region of the world, the Seljuks found a political system 
that was heir to a long Islamo-Persian tradition and was characterized by the 
absolute power of a single monarch. But they also imported their own Turkish 
traditions from central Asia, where sovereignty belonged collectively to the 
reigning family as a whole. The territories were therefore divided among sev- 
eral members of the family, and great appanages developed, theoretically under 
the authority of the sultan but actually independent. Such a system naturally 
produced rivalries not only within the ruling family but also between the fam- 
ily and its vassals, so that very quickly regional particularisms, succession prac- 


tices, and ambitions on all sides culminated in the fragmentation of that vast 
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empire. When the Franks arrived in the region in 1098, they found before them a 
multitude of rival principalities and emirates, which, in order to maintain their 
autonomy, did not hesitate to play on the rivalry between the Fatimids and the 
Seljuks. These Muslim divisions explain in great part the ease with which the 
Franks managed to gain a foothold in the East and to found in succession 
the county of Edessa, the principality of Antioch, the kingdom of Jerusalem, and 
the county of Tripoli. 

In about 1137, the year of Saladin’s birth, the Seljuk sultanate of Iraq and 
Iran was divided between Sanjar (r. 1118-1157), the supreme sultan, who focused 
his attention especially on the eastern parts of Iran, and his nephew Mas‘iid 
(r. 1134-1152), who, after long battling his own brother, reigned over the western 
part of the empire, essentially Iraq. Even within the territories under his con- 
trol, Mas‘ūd had to deal with many revolts by his emirs and the hostility of the 
caliph of Baghdad, who on several occasions was at the center of conspiracies 
against the Seljuks. In 1135 the caliph himself had organized an expedition against 
Mas‘ūd, during which the caliph was taken prisoner. He was assassinated sev- 
eral weeks later, probably at the instigation of one of the two sultans. His suc- 
cessor was deposed the next year by Mas tid, who decided to name the caliph’s 
more docile brother in his place. It was within that climate of violence and in- 
cessant struggle between caliphs and sultans, among the Seljuks, and between 
the Seljuks and their emirs, that Saladin spent the first two years of his life. He 
himself would be unable to escape that omnipresent violence in political rela- 
tions when he took power in Egypt. 

Very shortly after Saladin’s birth, his father, Ayyūb, and his uncle Shirkih 
entered the service of the Turk Zangi. For some ten years that emir, a key fig- 
ure in a world that was being constantly torn apart, reigned as lord and master 
over Mosul and Aleppo. His predecessor had been assassinated shortly before, 
and Zangi had thrust aside the former ruler’s very young son, arguing that a 
strong man—a man capable of opposing the Franks—was needed in al-Jazira 
(that is, Upper Mesopotamia) and northern Syria. Saladin did not neglect to use 
the same argument a few decades later to justify his own investiture. During a 
large part of his reign, Zangi was led to intervene in Iraq in the conflicts be- 
tween the caliph and the sultan and in Seljuk family quarrels. In 1132, therefore, 
he sided with Sultan Mas‘td against his brother. Beaten down by the opposing 
army, a wounded Zangi retreated to Tikrit, where Saladin’s father took care of 
him, then helped him escape, a gesture that Zangi never forgot and which 
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made possible Ayyūb’s and Shirkih’s entry into Zangi’s service some time 
later. 

In Syria as well, despite the Frankish threat, struggles for power between 
Muslims were constant and could include both conspiracies and assassinations. 
For this period, we must understand by the term “Syria” (Sham in the medieval 
sources) all the territory of present-day Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine, and 
Israel. Each of the two major Syrian cities, Damascus and Aleppo, sought con- 
tinually to extend its domination to the rest of the region at the expense of the 
other. Having come to power in Aleppo in 1128, Zangi tried several times to 
seize Damascus, taking advantage of the anarchy prevailing there at the time. 
The small Turkish dynasty of the Burids, who reigned in Damascus from the 
early twelfth century on, became the victim of numerous struggles among rival 
factions beginning in 1134. That year, the reigning prince escaped a first attempt 
on his life, then gradually descended into madness. Assassinated the next year 
on the order of his mother, who could no longer bear his exactions and impious 
behavior, he was replaced by his brother, who died five years later, murdered in 
his bed. 

Despite that anarchical climate, Zangi was not able to take the city and only 
just managed to have his suzerainty recognized there. He nevertheless suc- 
ceeded in nibbling away at the territory in 1138 by taking possession of Homs in 
central Syria, thanks to his marriage to the mother of the prince of Damascus. 
The following year, he obtained the capitulation of Baalbek, where, despite his 
promises to spare the garrison, he had thirty-seven soldiers crucified before 
handing over the city to its new governor, Saladin’s father, Ayyūb. Seven years 
later, in 1146, it was Zangi who met a bloody end, assassinated by one of his 
Frankish slaves. Thus, within thirty-two years, between 1114 and 1146, of the 
nine successive governors of Aleppo, five were assassinated, two were obliged 
to surrender, one was killed in battle, and only one died of natural causes. 

Egypt too was sinking into political violence. During the reign of Caliph 
al-Amir (r. 1101-1130), the powerful vizier al-Afdal was assassinated in 1121 (per- 
haps at the instigation of the caliph) by members of the Shiite sect of the Niz- 
aris, also known by the name “Batinis” or “Assassins.” That extremist sect, 
which rose up as a result of a quarrel regarding succession to the Fatimid cali- 
phate of Egypt in 1094, first attracted notice in Iran in the last years of the 
eleventh century, before spreading to Syria in the early twelfth. Beyond the 


religious threat they represented, the Assassins were also very often the hired 
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killers employed by rulers who wished to rid themselves of a troublesome 
rival. Hence the difficulty at times of knowing the real forces behind the mur- 
ders that were publicly attributed to members of the sect. 

Vizier al-Afdal’s successor was executed in 1128, and the caliph himself fell 
to Nizari extremists in 1130. The period that followed was marked by much 
more unrest and disturbances. In 1154, after the assassination of Caliph al-Zafir 
by his vizier, power was in the hands of children, mere playthings manipulated 
by their all-powerful viziers. These viziers, themselves victims of that climate 
of anarchy, never managed to maintain power for long. The poet ‘Umara gives 
a vivid description of them, saying they were nothing but clouds coursing 
across the sky.' Between 1153 and 1164, the year of Saladin’s first intervention in 
Egypt, of the five successive viziers, four were assassinated and the fifth was 
forced to flee to Palestine, where he was killed by the Franks. 

How to explain such violence in these Middle Eastern states of the first half 
of the twelfth century? Was the use of assassination as a political weapon to 
establish one’s power so common in the Muslim world? On what legitimacy 
could each new government base itself? The situation of the caliphs, whether 
Abbasid or Fatimid, was not the same as that of governors, emirs, or viziers. 
The caliphs had dynastic legitimacy as members of the Prophet's family, God’s 
chosen. That legitimacy could be contested outside their own territory—the 
Sunni caliphate stood opposed to the Shiite caliphate—but was rarely done 
within their borders. No vizier, no military leader, could hope to take the ca- 
liph’s place by killing him.? By contrast, during a period when caliphal power 
was weakening, the choice of a caliph within the Abbasid or Fatimid family 
could fall to certain powerful individuals (members of the ruling family, vi- 
ziers, emirs, or sultans), and in making their choice they often favored children 
or other persons who could be easily controlled. The forced abdication or as- 
sassination of caliphs was not a new practice, since from the ninth century on 
the powerful military factions had intervened in questions of succession. But 
that violence was no doubt encouraged by the general weakening of the cen- 
tral power, which left the field open to the intrigues and yearnings of viziers, 
emirs, and provincial governors. In the case of Sunni Abbasid power, that 
weakening began in the mid-tenth century. It occurred a century later for the 
Shiite Fatimid caliphs, and the Seljuk sultans also fell victim to it in the first 
quarter of the twelfth century. During that time, the proliferation of small 


principalities in Iraq and Syria, governed by emirs more concerned with assur- 
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ing their autonomy than with serving the sultan and the caliph, undoubtedly 
fostered factional struggles and conspiracies. 

The organization of the Muslim armies was another factor of instability 
and unrest. Beginning in the ninth century, these armies were composed for 
the most part of slaves and mercenaries who dreamed of social ascension. All 
could hope to someday become emirs, that is, military chiefs, or even high 
dignitaries close to the caliph. They proved to be particularly bold, since they 
knew that political power rested on the force of their weaponry. The highest 
posts were not obtained through heredity—no nobility of blood existed, 
though the members of the Prophet's family enjoyed a particular prestige—but 
rather through military might and therefore most often through force. Remu- 
neration came in the form of iqtd‘s; that is, holders of such posts were granted 
the tax revenues for a given territory and were required in exchange to provide 
a military contingent proportionate to the revenues they received. That system 
often had the result of granting them authority, fiscal but also administrative 
and political, over large parts of the empire. 

The great Seljuk sultans themselves had come to power as good military 
leaders and had never considered themselves rulers of a monolithic empire. In 
conferring large appanages to members of their families and entrusting the 
education of their sons to powerful tutors called atabegs, these sultans contrib- 
uted toward the growth of a powerful military elite. Far from reinforcing the 
central power, they only created new opportunities to lay claim to power 
themselves. Within that context of political divisions, the military leaders who 
managed to seize a city or province often did not have time to build dynastic 
legitimacy for themselves and, as a result, did not have the means to resist vio- 
lent coups fomented by other emirs who, like them, dreamed of revenge and 
power. Because violence had become the absolute weapon for acceding to 


power, it spiraled out of control, ineluctably repeated. 


Muslims and Franks in the First Half of the Twelfth Century 


It was within that troubled and shifting political and religious environment that 
the Latin states in the region held their ground. In the early twelfth century, 
once the shock of the First Crusade had worn off, the Muslims began to react 
with some success to the Frankish occupation, at the instigation of Ilghazi, a 
Turkish emir who had become lord of Aleppo in 1118. The unity of the military 
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forces of Upper Mesopotamia and northern Syria, however partial, allowed him 
to achieve the first major Muslim victory in 1119, during a battle in northern 
Syria that the Franks justifiably nicknamed the Ager sanguinis (Field of Blood). 

But there was still a long road ahead leading to Muslim reunification. To the 
east, caliphs and sultans were too absorbed in their struggles for power to really 
worry about what was happening in Syria. They confined themselves to send- 
ing an expedition from time to time, which returned empty-handed. In Egypt, 
the resistance of the Fatimids, greatly weakened by their internal divisions, 
consisted primarily of defending the cities of the Syro-Palestinian coast still in 
their possession: Tyre until 1124 and Ascalon until 1153. Neither Damascus nor 
any of the other Syrian cities had sufficient means to recover the lost territories 
on its own. The arrival of Zangi in Aleppo in 1128 and the threat hanging over 
Damascus as a result even incited the ruling powers of that city to seek an alli- 
ance with the Franks. In 1140, therefore, it was with the help of the Franks that 
the emir, then in power in Damascus, compelled Zangi to give up his siege of 
that city. 

In the years that followed, Zangi abandoned Damascus and the Franks in 
order to consolidate his authority on the eastern and northern boundaries of 
his territory of Mosul. But in 1144, having conducted an expedition against the 
Turkish emirate of the Artukids, located in Upper Mesopotamia east of the 
county of Edessa and allied with the Franks for the occasion, he headed for 
Edessa, which in the absence of Count Joscelin was defended only by its bish- 
ops. The taking of that city by Zangi marked a very important turning point in 
relations between the Franks and the Muslims. The Muslims now understood 
that reconquest of the lost territories was possible and that Jerusalem might 
someday become Muslim once more. The propaganda vaunting its status as a 
holy city of Islam developed considerably at that time and was echoed in litera- 
ture, both prose and poetry. “If the conquest of Edessa is the open sea, Jerusa- 
lem and the coast are its shores,” wrote the poet Ibn al-Qaysarani. 

Upon his death, Zangi was succeeded by his son, Nir al-Din (r. 1146—1174), a 
decisive figure, since it is likely that, without him, Saladin would never have 
enjoyed so much glory. It was Nir al-Din who first gave the theme of the recon- 
quest of Jerusalem its full scope. In 1168-1169, to mark his aspiration to recon- 
quer the holy city, he had a magnificent pulpit in sculpted wood constructed in 
Aleppo, intended to be placed in al-Aqsa Mosque on the day Jerusalem was re- 
taken from the Franks. The long inscription that adorned that work of art gave 
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Nur al-Din’s titulature and implored God to grant him the favor of conquering 
the holy city.’ But for the time being, other more urgent tasks awaited him: the 
army of the Second Crusade, dispatched from the West in 1148 after the fall of 
Edessa, was approaching. The Crusaders had made the decision to besiege Da- 
mascus rather than attempt to retake Edessa. That choice turned out to be di- 
sastrous for them: the prince of Aleppo had not even had time to arrive before 
the Franks decided to beat a retreat. Nur al-Din took advantage of that resound- 
ing defeat to turn against the Franks of Antioch. In June 1149, he won an impor- 
tant battle, during which Prince Raymond was killed and his head sent as a tro- 
phy to the caliph of Baghdad. Nar al-Din immediately occupied the Frankish 
territories east of the Orontes, before completing his father’s work by defini- 
tively dismantling the county of Edessa. 

Nir al-Din was lavishly praised by his contemporaries for his zeal at jihad 
and was presented by his panegyrists as the model of the warrior for the faith. 
That jihad, however, could not be completed without the political unity of the 
Muslim world. In 1154, upon seizing Damascus, which he made his new capital, 
Nir al-Din succeeded where his father had failed. Subsequently, neither his con- 
tinual conflicts with the Franks, nor the threat posed by the Byzantine emperor 
and then the Seljuk sultan of Anatolia, nor his grave illnesses, to which he al- 
most succumbed twice between 1157 and 1159, interfered with his resolution to 
reunify Egypt and Syria. That project occupied him for the last ten years of his 
reign and was realized through the leadership of two of his officers, Shīrkūh and 
Saladin. 


ae 


Training Period 


Above the Aras Plain, on the present-day borders of Turkey, 
Armenia, and Iran, the majestic summit of Mount Ararat rises to 5,172 meters. 
According to biblical tradition, it is in that high volcanic country that Noah’s 
ark ran aground after the Flood. Not far away, on the other bank of the Aras 
River, along one of its tributaries, was the city of Dwin, capital of Armenia at 
the beginning of the Arab domination and the seat of the leader (catholicos) of 
the Armenian church until the early tenth century. Already in the ninth cen- 
tury, in that region where mosques stood next to churches, a large Kurdish 
population lived alongside the Arabs and Armenians. 

It was in Dwin or a neighboring village that Saladin’s grandfather, named 
Shadhi, was born. The family’s genealogy before him remains unknown, a 
situation that later allowed some to invent Umayyad forebears for the Ayyubid 
dynasty founded by Saladin.’ Shadhi’s two sons, Ayyūb and Shīrkūh, grew up 
in Dwin and, like their father, were probably in the service of the small local 
Kurdish dynasty of the Shaddadids. The Kurdish tribes had taken advantage of 
the weakening of the Abbasid caliphate of Baghdad in the tenth century, and of 
the Iranian renaissance movement that had accompanied it, to increase their 


influence in the territories they occupied, from Dwin to Mosul and from Azer- 
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baijan to southern Hamadan. The arrival of the Seljuk Turks in the second half 
of the eleventh century in turn weakened the Kurds’ power, and in the first 
years of the twelfth century Dwin was endlessly fought over by Turkish emirs 
and Shaddadid princes. 

It was within that unsettled political context that, in 1130, Shadhi decided to 
emigrate to Iraq with his entire family, encouraged no doubt by one of his for- 
mer friends, Emir Mujahid Bihrūz. The emir, it is said, had been accused of se- 
ducing the wife of an emir from Dwin. Castrated on the jealous husband’s 
order and forced to leave that city, Bihrūz entered the service of the Seljuk sul- 
tan Mas tid, who charged him with the education of the sultan’s children, be- 
fore naming him governor of Baghdad.” Mas‘ūd then sent for Saladin’s grandfa- 
ther, to whom he entrusted the government of Tikrit, on the Tigris River 
north of Baghdad. When Shadhi died, he was buried in that locality and re- 
placed by his elder son, Ayyūb. 


Saladin’s Youth 


Saladin was born in 532 A.n., that is, between September 19, 1137, and September 
7, 1138 C.E., on the same day that Ayyūb and Shirkih received Bihriiz’s order to 
leave Tikrit. When Ayyūb learned that he had to abandon that city he consid- 
ered his home, nothing, it seems—not even the birth of his son—could console 
him. Only his secretary managed to calm him, by predicting a glorious future 
for the newborn. According to some, the reason for that exile was the murder 
of a Christian secretary by Saladin’s uncle Shirkih during an altercation.’ Was 
that what attracted the wrath of Bihrūz, himself an emancipated slave, origi- 
nally Christian and well disposed toward his former coreligionists? Or did he 
fear the excessive influence that Ayyib and his brother had acquired in Tikrit? 
In any event, Ayyūb left, to the great regret of the population, going to Mosul, 
where, with Shirkih, he entered Zangi’s service. At the time, Saladin had two 
elder brothers: Shahanshah and Tiranshah.* Shahanshah had the same mother 
as Saladin and was probably at least fifteen years older than he, since his son, 
Taqi al-Din ‘Umar, was born only two years after Saladin. Saladin’s mother, 
therefore, about whom nothing else is known, must have been at least thirty 
when Saladin was born. The two children, Saladin and Taqi al-Din, grew up 
side by side. Hence the very strong bond that united them until Taqi al-Din’s 


death in 1191, despite the tensions that sometimes arose between them. 
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Ayyub did not remain long in Mosul. In 1139, after Zangi had conquered 
Baalbek, on the Bekaa Plateau northwest of Damascus, he entrusted the gov- 
ernment to Ayyub, who moved there with his entire family. It was in that little 
city, reputed for its imposing Roman ruins and the cool of its gardens, that 
Saladin spent the first years of his life. Unfortunately, very few things are 
known about his childhood and adolescence. When Zangi was assassinated in 
1146, Saladin was barely nine years old. The Burid emir of Damascus took ad- 
vantage of the confusion created by the event to besiege Baalbek. The city was 
defended by a powerful fortress installed inside the enclosing walls of the two 
major Roman temples of Jupiter and Bacchus. But Ayyūb could not hope to re- 
ceive any help from Mosul, where Zangi’s elder son had just succeeded his fa- 
ther, or from Aleppo, where Nir al-Din was too busy establishing his power 
and fighting against the Franks. He preferred to surrender, and in exchange for 
his submission he received a military concession (iqta‘) and the possession of sev- 
eral villages in the environs of Damascus. The family therefore moved to the 
former capital of the Umayyads, a city to which Saladin remained very attached 
throughout his life. It must be said that Damascus, surrounded by a magnificent 
oasis, and with powerful fortifications, many canals, houses of wood and un- 
baked brick, and well-stocked souks, enchanted its visitors. “By Allah, they spoke 
truth, who said: ‘If Paradise is on the earth, then Damascus without a doubt is in 
it. If it is in the sky, then it vies with it and shares its glory, ” wrote the Andalu- 
sian traveler Ibn Jubayr.’ It was in the heart of the city, in the shadow of the 
prestigious Umayyad Mosque, that Saladin grew up. It was also there that he 
and his family were besieged by the Franks of the Second Crusade in 1148, dur- 
ing which Saladin’s elder brother, Shahanshah, was killed.® 

Unlike Ayyūb, Shirkih, who had no territory to negotiate with the Burids, 
chose to remain faithful to the Zangids of Aleppo, alongside Nar al-Din, whom 
he had already served during Zangi’s lifetime. Very quickly, he attracted notice 
for his military skills and was entrusted by his new master with the command 
of the army. He received as igta‘s Palmyra and Rahba on the Euphrates, and 
later, after his second Egyptian expedition, the city of Homs in central Syria.’ 
In 1149 he played an important role during the Battle of Inab in northern Syria, 
during which Raymond of Antioch was killed. From that date on, his influence 
continued to grow. Despite their different political choices, the two brothers 
remained on excellent terms, and Shīrkūh even sent his brother a part of the 
booty from the Battle of Inab.* 
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In about 1151-1152, Saladin, at approximately fifteen years old, left Ayyūb to 
join his uncle Shīrkūh, who introduced him to Nir al-Din in Aleppo. Through- 
out his childhood and adolescence, then, Saladin was under the dual influence 
of his father and uncle, to whom he demonstrated affection and respect in 
every circumstance. The two men had very different characters. As the elder 
son, Ayyūb had inherited the government of Tikrit, then of Baalbek, but he 
seems to have been more inclined toward administration and religious life 
than toward armed conflict. Several historians emphasize his kindness, upright- 
ness, and generosity toward the ulemas and his good management of political 
affairs. Ayyub, who it is said was the only emir allowed to sit down in Nir al- 
Din’s presence without having to ask permission,’ is described as a wise man of 
experience, with a great influence on those close to him, including Shirkth." 

Shīrkūh was more impulsive, more violent, but no doubt also a better army 
leader. All the sources insist on his skill at waging war, and even William of Tyre 
describes him as a very courageous, energetic emir possessing a great deal of 
military experience." When he entered Nir al-Din’s service in Syria, he gradu- 
ally formed an army, which on the eve of his death numbered some five hundred 
emancipated slaves, or mamluks. That contingent of well-trained Turkish sol- 
diers and emirs, who were called Asadiyya (from his name, Asad al-Din Shirkth), 
later formed one of the mainstays of Saladin’s army.” Shīrkūh, who was able to 
win Nir al-Din’s trust and rise to the highest echelon of the military, was the 
chief architect of the conquest of Egypt. As a result, in 1169 he was named by the 
Fatimid caliph of Cairo to the post of vizier, a position no one dreamed of disput- 
ing with him. By contrast, when Saladin, who had succeeded Shīrkūh, sent for 
his father to come to Egypt two years later and, as a respectful son, proposed that 
he exercise power, Ayyūb refused, accepting only the post of comptroller.” 

In a sense, that dual family heritage was valorized by Saladin’s propagan- 
dists, who liked to point out at times his legitimacy to reign—by virtue of his 
military skills and victories—and at other times his virtues as a pious and just 
sovereign, devoid of all ambition and detached from the things of this world. 
From his father and his uncle, Saladin also inherited a penchant for promoting 
pious foundations. Ayyib and especially Shirkih, following Nir al-Din’s ex- 
ample, founded many religious establishments in the cities of Syria where they 
resided: Ayyūb had one institution for Sufis built in Baalbek and another in 
Damascus, while Shirkih founded at least seven pious foundations in Aleppo 


and Damascus.” And finally, like his father, Saladin was an excellent horseman 
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and was particularly fond of polo, a sport and equestrian exercise very prized 
by the emirs and princes of the time. 

Military training, which included polo and hunting, was not the only oc- 
cupation of the young Saladin, who also received a literary and religious educa- 
tion. He learned, probably from his earliest childhood, to read and write Ara- 
bic, as attested by some letters later written in his hand. Did he speak Kurdish? 
That is likely, at least at home with his family or among Kurdish officers. He 
seems to have had a smattering of Persian as well, as attested by ‘Imad al-Din, 
who says that during a council Saladin whispered to him in that language the 
attitude to adopt toward a tactless imam.” Although it is not possible to date 
with exactitude the beginning of his interest in the religious sciences and in 
letters, we know that in his youth he took classes from a reputed Shafite jurist 
from Iran, who taught in Damascus and Aleppo beginning in 1145. The jurist 
wrote an opuscule for Saladin containing the essential principles of the Muslim 
faith, which Saladin later had his own children learn.'® 

The history and culture of the Arabs, particularly their genealogies and the 
pedigrees of their horses, interested him a great deal, and he learned by heart 
the poetry anthology (Hamdsa) compiled by Abu Tammam, a ninth-century 
Arab poet.” All the same, though Saladin showed a clear interest in the reli- 
gious sciences and in letters and always displayed a great respect toward the 
ulemas (he enjoyed taking their courses and following their discussions), he 
was never himself a learned sovereign, unlike several other Ayyubid princes.’ 

When Nir al-Din seized Damascus in 1154, Ayyūb, urged on by his brother, 
lent him aid and subsequently became part of his immediate entourage. The 
two brothers were generously rewarded in goods and concessions (iqtd‘s), and 
Shīrkūh was named governor of Damascus and of its provinces.” As for Sala- 
din, he only began to attract notice in 1164, the year of his first expedition into 
Egypt. At about the same time, probably in 1165, he was named chief of police 
of Damascus by Nir al-Din, a position that led to a clash with the chief qadi, an 
influential figure in Nur al-Din’s court whose legal-religious judgments some- 


times contravened Saladin’s own.”° 


The Egyptian Expeditions 


It was therefore in Egypt that Saladin’s real career began, alongside his uncle 
Shīrkūh. Great difficulties confronted the Fatimid caliphate, shaken by internal 
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crises and the fall of Ascalon into Frankish hands in 1153. In 1163, Vizier Sha- 
war, who had just lost his post to another emir, appealed to Nir al-Din to help 
him reclaim power. This was an excellent opportunity for the master of Syria 
to move into Egypt and put an end to the Fatimid caliphate. The country, 
moreover, was rich. Its abundant agricultural resources and its position at the 
junction of the Indian Ocean, the Red Sea, and the Mediterranean assured it 
large commercial and fiscal revenues. The promises made by Shawar, and 
later by the caliph, to share the financial wealth of the country were undoubt- 
edly very attractive to Nur al-Din. Would not getting his hands on the riches of 
Egypt provide him with the means to pursue jihad against the Franks? But the 
possession of Egypt was no less crucial for the Franks. They needed to prevent 
Nar al-Din from establishing himself in order to keep the Latin states from 
being caught in a stranglehold by his territories. The Franks also found it tempt- 
ing to control a country that had become the second most important commer- 
cial destination (after Constantinople) of the Venetian, Pisan, and Genoese 
merchants. 

The events that marked the three successive Egyptian expeditions under 
Shirkih’s command, between spring 1164 and early 1169, are well known and 
have been related many times.” I shall place particular emphasis on the role 
Saladin played. The historians Ibn Shaddad and Ibn al-Athir mention his sup- 
posed reluctance to accompany his uncle to Egypt during all those years. He is 
said to have communicated his hesitations to his entourage, in order to show 
that his expeditions into Egypt were not motivated by any political ambition or 
any desire to carve out a principality for himself, as his adversaries later re- 
proached him for doing. The words attributed to him on the eve of the third 
expedition in 1168—“it was as though I was being driven to death”—and his 
conclusion—“God Almighty gave me great dominion, for even a part of which 
I had never aspired” —attest to his wish to defend himself against the accusa- 
tion of any political calculation on his part and to present his final taking of 
power as the result of God’s will alone. Ibn Shaddad alludes to the following 
verse from the Koran (2:216): “Fighting is obligatory for you, much as you dis- 
like it. But you may hate a thing although it is good for you.” 

Even if Saladin felt compelled to obey Nir al-Din and Shīrkūh, it would be 
misleading to trust in that image of a timorous individual little interested in mili- 
tary affairs. Would Nir al-Din have sent Saladin to Egypt if he had not judged 
him capable of fighting in his uncle’s army? It is true, however, that Saladin 
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played only a secondary role during the first expedition. Although Ibn Shaddad 
says that Shīrkūh entrusted the command of his army to Saladin and made him 
his adviser, historians such as Ibn al-Athir and William of Tyre do not even 
mention him in their accounts of the events of 1164. Ibn Abi Tayyi’, himself gen- 
erally favorable to Saladin, says that he was simply charged by his uncle to go to 
Bilbeis, a strategic site northeast of Cairo, in order to assemble the supplies nec- 
essary to support a siege. Once Shirkth’s troops had arrived in Egypt, they 
made it possible for Shawar to easily reclaim his post as vizier. Nevertheless, 
Shawar went back on his pledge and appealed to the Franks for help, promising 
them large sums of money. When Shīrkūh learned of the Franks’ imminent ar- 
rival, he retreated with his army to Bilbeis (July 1164), where the Frankish and 
Egyptian armies came and laid siege. But having learned of the defeat of their 
own forces in northern Syria against Nur al-Din, the Franks quickly decided to 
negotiate a truce, and each side returned to its own territory. 

Shīrkūh and Saladin went back to Syria, aware that Egypt, with no real au- 
thority to defend it, was now within reach. Was Shirkih already hoping to 
carve out a principality, or at least an autonomous government, as some histori- 
ans suggest? That is very possible. In any event, it was at his instigation that Nur 
al-Din decided to send out a new expedition in 1167, during which Saladin dem- 
onstrated his military skills for the first time. Shawar, having got wind of their 
intentions, immediately appealed to King Amalric of Jerusalem for help, again 
promising an annual tribute and the large sum of four hundred thousand di- 
nars. The confrontation between Shīrkūh’s army and the Franco-Egyptian 
troops took place in the region of al-Ashminein south of Cairo, on March 19, 
1167. The site, on the edge of the desert, was called Babayn (the Two Doors), be- 
cause one reached it by passing between two hills. Within Shirkih’s army, some 
were of the opinion that they should turn back, believing there were too few of 
them and that they were surrounded by hostile populations. Others, such as 
Saladin, were in favor of confrontation. His view prevailed, and Saladin found 
himself entrusted with the command of one wing of the army. During the bat- 
tle, the Franks who were allied with the Egyptians began to beat down Shīrkūh’s 
troops, but, through a skillful counterattack in which Saladin actively partici- 
pated, the situation was turned around and the Franks were obliged to retreat. 
It was Saladin’s first important feat of arms. 

Shīrkūh then decided to seize Alexandria, which was handed over without 
a fight by its governor and its residents, Sunnis for the most part, who were 
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hostile to Shawar and especially to the Franks. Amalric and Shawar, having 
reassembled their forces in the region of Cairo, set off to besiege Alexandria. 
Rather than leave all his forces hemmed in within the city, Shīrkūh preferred 
to split them in two. He himself headed south to attack Qus in Upper Egypt, 
while Saladin remained to defend Alexandria at the head of a garrison, which 
William of Tyre estimates at about a thousand men. Shīrkūh may have thought 
he was drawing off a portion of the opposing troops behind him, but his strat- 
egy did not bear fruit. The siege of Alexandria, lasting three months, was very 
difficult. According to William of Tyre, the Franks had an army of about five 
hundred knights and four to five thousand foot soldiers, not counting the 
Egyptian troops. The Latin historian considers this a low number, compared 
to the fifty thousand men in Alexandria old enough to bear arms. But it is un- 
likely that Saladin could have counted on such a large number of warriors: 
William of Tyre himself reports that the Syrians rarely undertook actions be- 
cause they had little confidence in their allies from Alexandria, who were more 
accustomed to commercial transactions than to military feats.” 

Shīrkūh, aware that Saladin could not hold out long against the Franks, 
abandoned the siege of Qūs and headed back north, taking with him Arab Bed- 
ouin reinforcements from Upper Egypt. Upon arriving in Alexandria, he dis- 
covered a critical military situation and a population on the brink of starvation. 
His own troops had been hard hit by the siege of Qūs and by their long march 
across Egypt, whereas the Franks were continuing to receive reinforcements 
by sea. Shirkth therefore preferred to negotiate a truce through the intermedi- 
ary of Frankish prisoners in his possession. An accord was reached in early 
August 1167, by the terms of which the two armies withdrew after exchanging 
prisoners. On August 17, Shawar retook possession of Alexandria and, not feel- 
ing bound by the accord concluded between Shirkith and the Franks, engaged 
in harsh reprisals against everyone who had supported the Syrian army, which 
exacerbated his unpopularity. Outraged, Saladin sought out Amalric and asked 
him to put pressure on Shawar to respect the amnesty. The king of Jerusalem 
welcomed Saladin warmly and accommodated his request. A guard was even 
assigned to Saladin to assure his protection. 

Before leaving Egypt, the Franks also obtained an annual tribute from the 
Egyptians and authorization to leave a governor and cavalrymen in Cairo to 
keep watch over the city. The Pisans, who had provided the aid of their fleet, 


received new commercial privileges from the Egyptian authorities.** Shīrkūh, 


[ 29 ] 


A SeCoEON T 





for his part, did not arrive altogether empty-handed when he returned to Syria 
in early September. In addition to the booty amassed in Egypt, he brought back 
a sum of fifty thousand dinars, which, according to Ibn al-Athir, the Franks had 
paid him to get him to leave. As for Saladin, that expedition had allowed him to 
prove his military skills, both on the battlefield, where he had not faltered, and 
inside Alexandria, which he had managed to protect from an attack by the 
Franco-Egyptian troops. That quasi success earned him a reward from Nir al- 
Din, who granted him two villages as igta‘s, one in the district of Aleppo and 
the other in the region of Kafartab north of Hama.” 

The third and last Egyptian campaign took place at the end of 1168. The 
Franks, aware of the growing weakness of the Fatimid regime and of the danger 
that an alliance between Shawar and Nūr al-Din might represent, seized the 
initiative; without even waiting for the response of the Byzantine emperor, with 
whom they were negotiating a joint expedition, they attacked Egypt. Was that 
decision precipitated by the rumor of marriage plans between Shawar's family 
and Saladin’s?*° True or false, the rumor attests to the importance that Saladin 
had now acquired in the Muslim camp. Nur al-Din immediately sent Shirkih 
and Saladin to Egypt with an army of several thousand generously equipped 
men. After taking Bilbeis in early November, the Franks massacred its garrison 
as well as a large share of its residents, Christians and Muslims alike.” Then, on 
November 13, 1168, they set off to besiege Cairo. On the eve of their arrival, Sha- 
war, fearing he could not defend al-Fustat (Old Cairo), which had no enclosing 
wall, ordered that it be burned down. He invited its residents to take refuge 
farther north, in the Fatimid part of the city (al-Qahira), previously reserved for 
the caliph, his entourage, his administration, and his army. 

That decision was bitterly resented by the population. With heavy hearts, 
they had to abandon most of their possessions. Al-Fustat, until then considered 
the driving force of the economy for the urban area of Cairo, was consumed by 
flames over the course of fifty-four days. The Fatimid caliph called on Nir al- 
Din to help him, attaching to his message locks of hair belonging to the women 
of his palace, a deeply symbolic gesture that attested to his state of confusion 
and submission. But Nir al-Din had not waited for that desperate appeal to ask 
Shirkih to make ready; he had already done so in late October. During that 
time, Vizier Shawar was dragging out negotiations with the Franks, offering 
them large sums of money.” By means of an immediate payment of one hun- 


dred thousand dinars, he got them to ease up on Cairo and to move some thirty 
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kilometers to the northeast, toward Bilbeis. He then played up the threat of 
Shirkth’s arrival to obtain their definitive retreat. The Franks were not slow to 
heed that argument. Amalric, having attempted in vain to intercept Shirkth’s 
troops, decided to return to his kingdom in the first days of January 1169, not 
neglecting to drag some twelve thousand Muslim prisoners with him. Shirkih 
then made his entry into Cairo, where he was received and honored by Caliph 
al-‘Adid. A few days later, on January 18, Shawar’s elimination would definitively 
open the doors of power to Shirkth. 

The conditions surrounding Shawar’s assassination merit a moment's pause, 
since it was through that act of murder that the Ayyubid dynasty began. Con- 
temporaries were aware of this, and the question that arose was obviously that 
of the legitimacy of a power acquired by violence. Most authors therefore take 
pains to clarify the role Saladin played in these bloody events and attempt 
to provide explanations, or better yet, justifications for that murder.” They do 
not all give the same version of the events, but the majority agree that on Janu- 
ary 18, 1169, Shawar was arrested in the streets of Cairo by Shīrkūh’s emirs and 
under Saladin’s direction. The order to execute him came from the caliphal 
palace, and, once it was carried out, his severed head was immediately sent to 
the Fatimid caliph. His two sons and his brother, who had sought refuge in the 
palace, were executed in turn and their heads taken to Shirkth. Shīrkūh was 
then named vizier by al-‘Adid, and his first gesture, to stave off the wrath of the 
mob, was to authorize them to pillage Shawar’s palace. 

There were thus two clearly distinct phases: the arrest of Shawar, and then 
his execution. Although most of the authors agree that Saladin played an impor- 
tant role in the arrest, almost all shift the responsibility for the murder onto the 
Fatimid caliph, who gave the order to have him executed. That allows Ibn Shad- 
dad to invoke Fatimid tradition to explain the vizier’s elimination, since the 
Egyptians had the habit, when one vizier was discharged by another, of recog- 
nizing the power of the stronger one.” It is true that Egypt during that period 
could provide multiple examples of viziers assassinated and replaced by their 
murderer. When presented in that way, the offense appeared neither shocking 
nor unusual. It was in some sense mitigated by tradition, and if there were any 
offense, it lay with the Shiite dynasty and not with Saladin’s family. Note as well 
that the majority of the sources agree that Shirkih, the primary beneficiary of 
that murder, was not its direct instigator, a view that has the effect of dismissing, 


should any doubt remain, any evil intent on the part of the Ayyubid family.” 
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There was still a need to justify Shāwar’s arrest, in which Saladin was 
strongly implicated. In most cases, the arrest is presented not only as a justifi- 
able act but also as a meritorious one. Hence Ibn Shaddad, far from minimizing 
Saladin’s role, praises his courage for having dared take on Shawar while he was 
strutting about, surrounded by his guards. The primary justification for Sha- 
war's arrest is indisputably his failure to respect his pledges and his repeated acts 
of treachery. In Ibn ‘Asakir’s vivid account, “When Nir al-Din learned of the 
evil that Shawar could do and of his cunning, and when his treachery and per- 
fidy became glaringly obvious, the Lion [al-Asad] pretended to be ill in order to 
catch the two foxes.” Some sources add that Shawar, before being killed, had 
intended to eliminate Shirkih, a plan he ultimately abandoned on his son's 
advice—but his image as a traitor was thereby reinforced. His treachery was all 
the more grave in the eyes of his contemporaries in that it was accompanied by 
an open alliance with the Franks, which placed Egypt and, beyond Egypt, the 
Muslim Middle East as a whole in peril. How could one not conclude, therefore, 
that the arrest of the faithless, perfidious Shawar, a danger to Islam, was not 
only excusable but licit, even salutary? 

That is how the murder is presented in the sources. Although the facts are 
relatively clear, the intentions, as always, remain hazier. It is not difficult to 
imagine that many other motives lay behind Shawar’s elimination. From the 
start, Nir al-Din and his entourage had it in mind to suppress the Fatimid ca- 
liphate, and Shawar was a major obstacle to the establishment of Shirkth’s 
power. Shīrkūh could hardly expect to win him over to his cause, since every- 
thing stood between the two men, the one Arab in the service of the Shiite 
Fatimids, the other Kurdish in the service of a Turkish dynasty determined to 
restore Sunnism. In addition, Shawar had become very unpopular even within 
Egypt because of his diplomacy sympathetic toward the Franks, his cruelty, and 
his decision to burn down al-Fustat. Even the Yemenite poet “‘Umara, though 
favorable toward the Fatimids and close to Shawar, denounced his exactions 
and his penchant for executions, which Shawar liked to witness in person.” It 
was undoubtedly that growing unpopularity that explains the caliph’s decision 
to demand his head. Moreover, could the caliph have acted differently? By sacri- 
ficing his vizier and placing himself in the camp of the victors, he hoped to as- 
sure the survival of his dynasty. That was one way to save appearances, by let- 
ting people believe that he was the only one in charge of his auxiliaries’ choices 


and destiny. 
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In any case, whatever the underlying cause of Shawar’s murder, it is appar- 
ent that taking power by means of murder was not a matter of course, since the 
act called for justification. Although violence was omnipresent in that society 
and, as in many other medieval societies, constituted the usual mode of resolv- 
ing conflicts, the need felt by Saladin’s propagandists to legitimate that vio- 
lence served as a first limitation on its expression: murder was not considered a 
natural mode of conduct. Conversely, the arguments advanced to justify the 
elimination of Shawar and to minimize the horror of his murder show clearly 
that Saladin and his contemporaries viewed any violence directed against trai- 
tors, perjurers, and those who threatened Islam as licit and even necessary. 

One of Shirkth’s first measures after Shawar’s elimination was to send the 
residents of al-Fustat back to rebuild their houses, which at the same time 
quelled any danger of a popular uprising. But he had little time to exercise his 
power. Only two months after he was named vizier, on March 23, 1169, he died, 
probably a victim of his insatiable appetite, which had already caused him fre- 
quent bouts of indigestion and choking fits.** He was buried in Cairo, and his 
remains were later transferred to the holy city of Medina, in accordance with 


his wishes. 


aias 


Vizier in Cairo 


A Compromise Candidate 


There have been a great many questions about why Saladin was named to re- 
place his uncle in the post of vizier.’ The situation was paradoxical at the very 
least, since it entailed appointing a man who would be both the new leader of 
the Syrian army stationed in Egypt—a decision originating in theory with Nir 
al-Din—and the vizier of the Fatimid caliph, a decision that could only be 
made by that caliph. The events of the preceding weeks had nevertheless 
shown that the caliph’s margin for maneuvering was very limited. In naming 
his vizier, he was obviously only saving face, since in reality the decision- 
making power devolved onto the Syrian army. 

Nur al-Din’s emirs were themselves very divided. Some, more powerful 
than Saladin, would have liked to succeed Shīrkūh. In particular, there was the 
Turk ‘Ayn al-Dawla al-Yarugi, the oldest and most experienced emir, as well as 
several Kurdish emirs, including Saladin’s own maternal uncle al-Harimi. Sala- 
din was in a vulnerable position in relation to them, having no troops of his 
own, but he had the advantage of being Shirkith’s nephew, which earned him 
the support of his uncle’s mamluks, the Asadiyya. Most of them were Turks, an 
indication that the bonds uniting a master to his slaves sometimes prevailed 


over ethnic solidarity. Once Shīrkūh was gone, it might seem normal that Sala- 
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din would succeed him. Saladin, after all, had proven his ability, first in Damas- 
cus as chief of police, later and especially in Egypt alongside his uncle, who 
before dying had made him his chief aide. 

Saladin also found significant support in the person of the jurist and Kurd- 
ish emir Diya’ al-Din al-Hakkari, who belonged to Shirkith’s close circle and 
who attempted to convince the emirs one by one of the advisability of the 
choice of Saladin. Al-Hakkari was aided in that endeavor by a former emir of 
Shīrkūh’s, the eunuch Qarāqūsh al-Asadi. Both played on the rivalry among 
the emirs, made an appeal to the Kurds for ethnic solidarity and to al-Harimi 
for familial solidarity, and presented Saladin as a good compromise candidate 
who would allow them to avoid a battle over leaders. Although al-Hakkari and 
Qaraqiish managed to persuade most of the Kurdish emirs, the Turk al-Yārūqī 
refused to listen and preferred to return to Syria, accompanied by a few 
diehards.’ 

Did the Fatimid camp have any say in these discussions? According to Ibn 
al-Athir, the caliph did not wait to have a consensus of Syrian emirs before en- 
throning Saladin, knowing he was the youngest and most inexperienced, and 
believing that he, the caliph, could therefore control Saladin most easily. It is 
true that Saladin could be considered less threatening than some other emirs, 
and it is not impossible that, faced with the divisions among the Syrians, the 
caliph precipitated matters somewhat, if only because that appointment ran 
the risk of provoking the defection of several Turkish emirs and thus weaken- 
ing Nur al-Din’s camp. Ibn Abi Tayyi’, who often expresses a point of view dif- 
ferent from the other sources—we might wonder whether it was not dictated 
by his bias in favor of Saladin—rather attributes the caliph’s choice to his good 
opinion of Saladin, whom he appreciated for his courage and intelligence. Al- 
though the relations the caliph and his vizier maintained subsequently seem to 
have been relatively cordial,’ it is difficult to distinguish between propaganda 
and reality. The Egyptian historian al-Maqrizi echoes the Fatimid partisans 
who, though defeated, nevertheless hoped to regain a little influence. Some of 
them would have liked to integrate the Turkish cavalrymen into the Fatimid 
army under the command of Qaraqiish al-Asadi, installing them in the eastern 
territories of Egypt to protect the country against Frankish attacks. They sug- 
gested to the caliph that he choose an Egyptian emir who, though not the vi- 
zier, would serve as an intermediary between the caliph and the people. Other 


Fatimid partisans, on the contrary, defended the appointment of Saladin to the 
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post of vizier, thinking that Qarāqūsh and his troops would as a result remain 
in Egypt to defend them. 

Saladin was therefore a compromise vizier, proposed by the Syrian emirs 
and named by the caliph. His diploma of investiture, drawn up by al-Fadil, sec- 
retary to the Fatimid chancery at the time, was read out in public on March 26, 
1169, in the vizierial palace, in the presence of all the important figures of the 
state, Syrians and Egyptians.’ Its content gives some hints about the reasons 
that impelled the caliph to choose Saladin, and shows how the caliph sought to 
represent his power and the duties he intended to entrust to his vizier. 

At the head of the text is listed, first, the titulature of the caliph al-‘Adid, 
then that of Saladin. Much more than simple ornaments, these titles, placed at 
the head of official documents and sometimes engraved on monuments and 
personal items, are indicative of a particular conception of power and of the 
close bonds between the political and the religious. The caliph, designated by 
the expressions “Servant and Friend of God, Imam who supports the religion 
of God (al-Adid li-Din Allah), and commander of believers,” clearly asserts his 
role as a representative of God on earth, the community's guide, whose deci- 
sions are in that respect incontestable. 

Saladin is called “al-Malik al-Nasir” (the king who provides his aid), a title 
he would keep until his death. Then come a series of titles traditionally attrib- 
uted to the viziers of the Fatimid dynasty: “Very illustrious Lord, sultan of 
the armies, friend of the community and glory of the dynasty, protector of the 
qadis of Islam and chief propagandist of believers.” Note the emphasis on the 
military role of the Fatimid vizier, who wielded the power of both pen and 
sword, and on his privileged relationship with the Fatimid dynasty. The ex- 
pression “chief propagandist” is obviously rather surprising when applied to 
the very Sunni Saladin, since it refers to the role that the Fatimid viziers played 
in diffusing the Ismaili Shiite doctrine. That role is explicitly noted in the de- 
cree, which spells out that it is up to the vizier to lead the qadis and the mis- 
sionaries responsible for spreading the Fatimid doctrine. That example clarifies 
the theoretical aspect of this type of document, since the caliph refused in that 
case to acknowledge officially the consequences of the recent upheavals occur- 
ring in Egypt, and acted as if nothing had changed in the traditional duties of 
his viziers. 

In the first part of the decree, Shirkih’s merits—particularly his struggle 
against the Franks in Egypt—are recalled at length, to better underscore the 
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weight of the family legacy behind the appointment of Saladin, who from the 
outset is presented in relation to his uncle’s meritorious acts. If Saladin was des- 
ignated to “follow in the footsteps” of Shīrkūh, it is because Saladin’s family 
“roots” positioned him as a legitimate heir, a choice that God himself inspired in 
the caliph—hence its indisputable character. Referring to the famous Fatimid 
vizier al-Afdal, designated by the caliph in the late eleventh century to succeed 
his father, al-‘Adid named Saladin to succeed Shīrkūh, hoping he would be “bet- 
ter [afdal] than al-Afdal.” That decision was consistent with Fatimid practices, 
according to which the son often succeeded the father.° All the same, the decree 
also clearly asserts that the right to name the vizier falls to the caliph and that 
the vizier’s duties, though very important, remain less so than the caliph’s own, 
since he was chosen by God. As a result, at no time does the document openly 
proclaim that the vizierate is hereditary, nor does it give Saladin the right to 
transmit it to his descendants. 

The text then enumerates in detail the responsibilities and duties that Sala- 
din must fulfill in the spirit of justice, in order to enjoin good and prohibit evil. 
It is noted that the vizier is the leader of the armies, Syrian and Egyptian, all 
united to defend the caliphate. It thus falls to Saladin, called the “sword among 
the swords of God Almighty,” to treat his former foes, that is, the caliph’s sup- 
porters, with the same kindness as his own Syrian friends, by giving them all 
governorships and fair remuneration. That was one way to recognize Saladin’s 
accession to power: not as a military victory or a change in regime that would 
justify a redistribution of territories and posts, but merely as a decision by the 
caliph to replace one vizier with another. Saladin was also entrusted with the 
pursuit of the jihad against the infidels, he who “suckled at its breast and grew 
up in its bosom.” But he also had to govern the people and direct the administra- 
tion. To wage jihad, he would have to collect taxes moderately and mercifully, 
without violence or injustice, because with “a drop of justice you fill an ocean 
with money,” and because justice, clemency, and charity would allow him to win 
the affection of his subjects in return. 

Beyond the formulaic aspect of these recommendations, we need to recog- 
nize the scope of the powers the caliph thereby conferred on Saladin, alto- 
gether comparable to those of the viziers who had preceded him. Although the 
caliph constantly reaffirms that he alone is the master of the world because he 
is chosen and guided by God to serve as intermediary between God and men, 


in reality he has no other choice but to hide behind his secretary's rhetoric, so 
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as to deny the power relations and to continue to believe that he is in posses- 
sion of power. 

Simultaneously with his appointment decree, the honorific gifts’ customar- 
ily conferred on viziers were delivered to Saladin. They included a turban 
(white, the color of the Fatimids, as opposed to black, the color of the Abbasids); 
a taylasan, or veil, which generally covered the qadi’s turban and fell to the back 
of the neck; and two luxurious garments. All were made of precious fabrics em- 
broidered in gold. To these were added a necklace made of precious stones val- 
ued at ten thousand dinars, a sword adorned with gems, a thoroughbred mare 
(fully rigged out with precious stones) from the caliph’s stables and valued at 
eight thousand dinars, and many other gifts and horses.* The sword and the 
mare symbolized the military power with which the Fatimid vizier was vested, 
while the turban and taylasan alluded to religious authority, in keeping with the 
recommendations on the diploma, which read: “[The caliph] has put his trust in 


you by charging you with the vizierate and making you a fortress for religion.” 


The First Oppositions 


Once named, Saladin set about consolidating his power vis-a-vis Nur al-Din, to 
whom he remained in principle a loyal officer, but also vis-a-vis the Egyptian 
troops, whose submission still remained doubtful. Nur al-Din’s reaction to 
Saladin’s taking power in Egypt obviously held the attention of the authors of 
the time, who hastened to emphasize, depending on the camp to which they 
belonged, the good relationship existing between the two men or, on the con- 
trary, their mutual mistrust. The argument that relations were good rein- 
forced Saladin’s legitimacy, while the emphasis on Nir al-Din’s mistrust of his 
lieutenant weakened Saladin’s position but could also turn against Nur al-Din, 
who was implicitly accused of having wished to thwart the future conqueror of 
Jerusalem. 

Beyond these subjective reactions, one thing is sure: Nur al-Din was not 
consulted when Shirkih was named or when Saladin was appointed. Initially, 
he doubtless displayed some uneasiness. So believes Ibn Abi Tayyi’, later 
echoed by al-Maqrizi. Both record Nur al-Din’s doubts immediately upon 
Shirkth’s taking power. Nir al-Din might even have attempted in vain to re- 
call Shīrkūh to Syria. These historians also say that the day after Saladin was 


named, Nur al-Din’s wrath was so great that no one dared approach him. He is 
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said to have confiscated the Syrian igta‘s belonging to Shirkth and his nephew, 
to have exiled their families to Egypt, and to have asked the emirs standing 
with Saladin to abandon him and come join Nir al-Din in Syria.” That version 
of events is probably an exaggeration, as the historian Abū Shama points out. 
He claims he had read a letter that Nir al-Din had written in his own hand in 
1168-1169, to Qadi Sharaf al-Din Ibn Abi ‘Asriin. That document ends as fol- 
lows: “So come to me with your son, that I may send you both to Cairo with 
the agreement of my friend Salah al-Din—may God afford him assistance—to 
whom I am very very very grateful—may God reward him and safeguard his 
life!" It is clear that both Ibn Abi Tayyi’ and Abū Shama are overstating the 
case. It is difficult to imagine Nir al-Din piling on the superlatives about Sala- 
din; at the same time, if Nir al-Din’s wrath against his lieutenant had been as 
great as Ibn Abi Tayyi’ says, he likely would not have sent Saladin’s brothers 
Tughtegin and Tiranshah to him a few months later (in July) to battle the 
Frankish threat, demanding that they obey Saladin as they would Nir al-Din 
himself." The fact that Nir al-Din took back possession of the igta‘s he had 
granted the Ayyubids in Syria should probably not in itself be taken as a sign of 
hostility, since there seemed to be an agreement that their territories were now 
in Egypt. 

In any case, whatever Saladin’s intentions, the decisions he made at that 
time did not in any way betray a desire for autonomy but rather attested to 
great loyalty to his master: Nir al-Din’s name was pronounced after the name 
of the Fatimid caliph at the Friday sermon (khutba) and henceforth appeared on 
Egyptian coins. As for Nir al-Din, believing he alone was master of Egypt, he 
took care in his letters to confer no titles on Saladin other than that of isfahsalar 
emir (army leader), in order not to grant him too much importance.” All of 
which indicates that the tensions between the two men, if they existed, were 
still beneath the surface. They came to light publicly toward the end of 1171. 

The attribution of the post of vizier to one of Nur al-Din’s lieutenants did 
not fail to raise concerns on the Egyptian side. The residents of the country 
were witnessing a dual and profound shift: on one hand, a Shiite power now 
coexisted with a Sunni power; and, on the other, a Turkish dynasty, that of Nar 
al-Din, was being established alongside an Arab dynasty, that of the Fatimids. 
These two worlds had previously been in continual opposition, and many 
things set them apart from the start. Their perceptions of each other, consist- 
ing of many stereotypes, reflected the mutual mistrust the two ethnic groups 
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had had in the Muslim world since the ninth century. Most of the time, the 
Egyptians designated Nur al-Din’s army by the term “Ghuzz” (Turks), with- 
out always distinguishing between Turks and Kurds. They saw these “Ghuzz” 
as good warriors capable of defending them against the Franks, but also as of- 
ten coarse and brutal soldiers. The Egyptians hated the Turks, William of Tyre 
tells us, and the Coptic author of the History of the Churches and Monasteries of 
Egypt also denounces the many destructions of churches by the “Ghuzz.” 

As for the Egyptians, they were not always well regarded by the Turks or 
even by the Kurds. An anecdote on this matter is revealing. When Saladin’s 
brother al-‘Adil wanted to accompany Shirkih’s army into Egypt, he went to 
ask his father, Ayyiib, for a leather satchel. Ayyūb delivered one to him, saying: 
“When you get possession of Egypt, return it to me filled with gold.” Ayyūb 
arrived in Egypt a year and a half later, and at that time he asked for the satchel 
from his son. Al-Adil filled it with poor-quality “black” dirhams, which he 
covered with a few gold dinars. Having discovered the deception, Ayyūb ex- 
claimed: “Thou hast learned from the Egyptians how to pass off false money.””” 
William of Tyre does not seem to have had a better opinion of the men in 
charge of defending Cairo, whom he judges “weak and effeminate.” As for the 
author of the Anonymous Syriac Chronicle, he claims that the Egyptians had a 
reputation for being traitors and deserters. No doubt these prejudices on ei- 
ther side must not be taken literally, but they do reflect the mistrust, not to say 
hostility, that often existed between the Turks and the Arabs, Syria and Egypt. 

The decision Saladin made to confiscate a part of the igta‘s of the Egyptian 
emirs and to distribute them among his own emirs did not contribute toward 
calming the Egyptians’ fears; in fact, it went against the recommendations made 
by the caliph in his diploma of investiture.” It is therefore not surprising that 
the first opposition to Saladin’s power came from the Fatimid army, particularly the 
black and Armenian troops, and from a few members of the caliph’s entourage. 

It was the discovery of a conspiracy that gave Saladin the opportunity to 
definitively rid himself of his troublesome foes. The sources report that in Au- 
gust 1169, his entourage discovered a plot fomented by Egyptian notables and 
emirs associated with one of the caliph’s black eunuchs, one of the most influen- 
tial members of the palace. The conspirators adopted a strategy that had 
proven successful several times in the preceding years: they called the Franks to 
their aid, hoping that Saladin and his troops would advance to meet them, while 
the plotters took the opportunity to seize power in Cairo. They entrusted their 
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message to a man who concealed it in a sandal, but one of Saladin’s loyalists, 
alerted by the difference between the man’s worn-out clothes and the brand- 
new sandals he was transporting, exposed him, and he was arrested. It turned 
out that the message had been written by a Jewish secretary. Under threat of 
torture, he preferred to embrace Islam and denounce the instigator of the con- 
spiracy. The head conspirator, once alerted, took refuge in the caliphal palace. 
After a few days, seeing that Saladin was not reacting, he ventured out and at- 
tempted to return to his residence a few kilometers north of Cairo. A detach- 
ment of the Turkish army seized him and cut off his head, which was immedi- 
ately sent to Saladin. The vizier then decided to dismiss all the black eunuchs 
from the palace and to entrust its leadership to one of his most faithful servants, 
the white eunuch Qaraqiish al-Asadi. 

Such are the reported facts, the authenticity of which has been called into 
doubt by some modern historians. But even if all the details of these accounts 
cannot be verified, there is no serious argument that would allow us to claim 
that the conspiracy was invented after the fact to justify Saladin’s struggle 
against the blacks and Armenians. I believe, on the contrary, that it must be 
seen as the predictable reaction of a certain ruling elite that had just lost a large 
part of its privileges, that suspected Saladin would not stop at half-measures, 
and that refused to accept the end of the Fatimid era. The blacks represented a 
powerful faction of the Fatimid army, forming the bulk of its infantry, and 
thought, not without reason, that they ran the risk of being ousted by the Kurds 
and Turks. Moreover, they could hardly count on the support of the population, 
which reproached them for their brutality. In 1168, they had already shamelessly 
looted the houses of the residents of al-Fustat, who had fled their neighborhoods 
to seek refuge in Cairo. ‘Imad al-Din considered them violent and ready to kill 
any vizier whose authority they did not recognize, an assessment that might be 
taken to have been formulated only to justify Saladin’s harsh repression, were it 
not confirmed by a Coptic author, who also denounced their violence, their in- 
solence, their thievery, and their assassinations.” Ibn al-Athir was not to be 
outdone, delighting in the extermination of the blacks by Saladin’s troops, and 
al-Magrizi added that they were doing a great deal of harm to the Egyptians. 

The murder of the conspiracy’s instigator and the dismissal of the black 
eunuchs from the palace caused a great commotion among the black troops in 
the Egyptian army. Joining with them were the Armenian contingents and all 
the discontented Egyptians, reportedly some fifty thousand in all. Saladin’s 
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troops confronted them on the main square of Cairo, between the two Fatimid 
palaces. The fighting raged for two days. The barracks of the Armenian ar- 
chers in that neighborhood were burned down, and only a few men managed 
to escape.” From the caliphal palace, arrows were fired at the Syrian army, 
though it is not known whether the order was given by the caliph or by some- 
one else. But facing the threat of seeing his palace burned down by a bombard- 
ment of Greek fire, the caliph immediately dispatched messengers to the Syr- 
ian troops to tell them: “Come on! Get those black dogs out of your country!” 

The caliph’s spectacular reversal in turning against his own troops, remi- 
niscent of his order to execute Shawar, gave the signal for a rout. Saladin or- 
dered the black district of al-Mansira, outside the Gate of Zuwayla south of 
Cairo, to be burned down. The black soldiers, after surrendering with the under- 
standing that their lives would be spared, retreated to Giza on the west bank of 
the Nile. Saladin’s brother Taranshah nevertheless set off in pursuit with his 
troops, who massacred a great number of them. A few managed to escape and 
took refuge in Upper or Lower Egypt. A small number remained in the caliph’s 
service, while others were incorporated into Saladin’s army.’ Once the revolt 
of the blacks was put down, on August 23, 1169, their neighborhood was razed 
and replaced with a park. 

There is no doubt that Saladin took advantage of the discovery of that con- 
spiracy to rid himself once and for all of his main opponents and to thereby 
consolidate his authority in Egypt. It is likely that he also wanted to weaken 
the caliph by depriving him of his most loyal troops, to avoid any reversal of 
the situation from that quarter, though the time had not yet come to put an 
end to the Fatimid dynasty. Under the circumstances, did he demonstrate a 
strategic caution, or pragmatism, or political calculation, or rather implacable 
ferocity toward the blacks? Rather than wonder in vain about his intentions, 
forever unfathomable, let us examine how he himself justified these bloody 
events that marked the beginning of his vizierate. In other words, what were 
the arguments invoked to legitimate such procedures and obtain the support 
of the population, and how do they reveal his objectives? 

In the letter he sent to the caliph in 1175 to ask for his investiture, Saladin 
claimed he had fought the Egyptian army only because it was making deals 
with the infidels and was involved in conspiracies of all kinds.” The black foot 
soldiers, who were not thoroughly Arabized or Islamized, “who knew only 


one master, the lord of the palace [that is, the caliph] and only one qibla, the 
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column of that palace, toward which they turned [to pray], docile to his or- 
ders,” are compared to “beasts” or “cattle,” terms that in the Koran (7:179 and 
25:44) designate unbelievers. Of the black eunuchs of the palace, it is shame- 
lessly said that they “added to the blackness of their faces the blackness of her- 
esies.” As for the Armenians, they were combatted because they were serving 
in the army and were exempted from the capitation, contrary to the prescrip- 
tions of Muslim law concerning non-Muslims. Finally, in Saladin’s view, the 
elimination of the blacks and Armenians weakened the Fatimid caliph and 
made it possible to restore Sunni orthodoxy and the authority of the Abbasid 
caliphate over Egypt. 

It was therefore clearly within the perspective of the defense of the Islamic 
religion, the struggle to reestablish Sunni orthodoxy, and efforts to promote 
jihad that Saladin wanted to situate his political and military action. Once again, 
the violence to which he had resorted to establish his power and, no doubt, to 
avoid being eliminated himself was presented to his contemporaries as a neces- 
sary violence legitimated by the defense of religion against anything that might 
threaten it: the infidels, heresy, lack of respect for the law, and disorder. 


The Frankish Threat 


Although Saladin found himself strengthened by that first victory, he remained 
aware that opposition could resurface at any moment, especially in the event of 
a Frankish attack on Egypt, as occurred a few weeks later. In asking Nir al-Din 
to send reinforcements, did he not write: “If I hang back from Damietta, the 
Franks will take it and if I march there, the Egyptians will make trouble in my 
rear with Egypt's people and resources and they will rebel against me. They 
will follow on my tail, while the Franks are in front of me and we shall have no 
chance of survival.””’ 

In 1168 the Franks had been defeated in Egypt, in great part because the at- 
tack by Amalric, king of Jerusalem (who had recently married Maria Comn- 
ena, great-niece of the Byzantine emperor), had been premature, occurring 
before the arrival of reinforcements from the Byzantine fleet, whose role was 
essential in blocking Egyptian supplies. A year later, Amalric, disturbed to see 
Nur al-Din’s power being established in Egypt, launched a new expedition, this 
time conducted with the aid of an imperial fleet of more than two hundred ves- 


sels. As in the past, economic interests combined with political interests, since 
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even before the Frankish army’s departure, Amalric promised the Pisans con- 
cessions in Cairo and al-Fustat. 

The attack unfolded on land and on sea beginning in late October 1169, tak- 
ing advantage of the nautical conditions in the Mediterranean, which were fa- 
vorable until the arrival of winter and the halting of all maritime traffic.* On 
October 25, a siege was mounted outside Damietta. The archers on their mobile 
siege towers, the sappers, and the mangonel operators set to work. Saladin dis- 
patched his nephew Taqi al-Din and his maternal uncle al-Harimi to aid the city, 
while he himself remained in Cairo to defend it if need be. Nur al-Din, to whom 
Saladin appealed for help, sent reinforcements without delay, and, while a part 
of the troops headed for Egypt, Nir al-Din undertook to open a new front in 
Syria against the Frankish territories. Al-Maqrizi estimates the cost of that cam- 
paign at 550,000 dinars; he also says that Saladin obtained a million dinars in aid 
from the Fatimid caliph, a considerable sum and probably an exaggeration. Divi- 
sions rapidly occurred within the Christian camp between the Byzantines, who 
were running short of provisions, and the Franks. In the end, Amalric secretly 
negotiated with the occupiers of Damietta. The siege, which had lasted fifty 
days, was lifted on December 13, 1169, and, after burning their siege engines, the 
Byzantines and the Franks returned to their respective territories. 

That victory temporarily put an end to the Frankish attacks, which had 
been occurring one after another on the Egyptian coast since the fall of As- 
calon in 1153, and it was widely celebrated by Saladin’s propagandists. Hence, in 
the letter sent to the caliph in 1175, Qadi al-Fadil clearly associates the Franks’ 
attack on Damietta with the treachery of the Egyptian troops. It was in re- 
sponse to the appeal of the Egyptians that the Franks are said to have landed in 
Damietta, and in view of that perfidy, Saladin’s zeal in service of the jihad only 
appeared the greater. Al-Fadil intentionally exaggerated the number of Frank- 
ish troops to increase Saladin’s merit: a thousand war or transport ships on sea 
and two hundred thousand foot soldiers and cavalrymen on land! Even more 
important, Saladin’s actions and his victory had made it possible to fend off in- 
fidelity and heresy and were presented as the fulfillment of divine will. Sala- 
din’s merit was twofold: a warrior for Islam on God’s path, he was the only 
military leader able to impose his authority inside his states and to repel his 
enemies outside his borders.” 

Another result of that military expedition was that it strengthened Sala- 
din’s army, since Nur al-Din decided to keep in Egypt part of the troops sent 
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there as reinforcements. In response to the Fatimid caliph, who still hoped to 
escape the Turkish takeover and asked Nar al-Din to recall his army to Syria 
and leave only Saladin and his troops in Egypt, the ruler of Damascus said that 
he would do nothing of the kind, since no one apart from the Turks was capa- 
ble of repelling the Franks. That decision shows that at the time, Nir al-Din 
still had full confidence in Saladin, which he displayed again a few months later 
by authorizing Ayyib to go join his son in Egypt.” 

Ayyub left for Egypt in a caravan of merchants, escorted by a few armed 
troops, while Nur al-Din went to besiege Kerak. Having arrived in Cairo on 
April 16, 1170, Ayyūb was received with great pomp by Saladin and the caliph 
himself, who—and this was unusual—came out to meet him, giving him honor- 
ific clothing and many presents, and conferring the title of “al-Malik al-Afdal” on 
him. Ayyūb moved into the Pearl Palace, within the enclosure of the Fatimid 
palaces,” and Saladin handed over to him, as igtd‘s, the cities of Alexandria and 
Damietta, along with the western region of the Delta, called al-Buhayra. 

Saladin was now surrounded and supported by several important mem- 
bers of his family: his father, his brothers Tūrānshāh, al-‘Adil, and Tughtegin, 
his nephew Taqi al-Din, and his maternal uncle al-Harimi. To his father he had 
entrusted Alexandria and Damietta, that is, the two most important commer- 
cial markets on the Mediterranean, whereas Turanshah had been granted the 
cities of Qūs, Aswan, and the port of ‘Aydhab in Upper Egypt, which gave him 
complete authority over the pilgrimage route to Mecca and over commercial 
interchanges via the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. Two months after his fa- 
ther’s arrival, Saladin also had the joy of learning of the birth of his first son, 
born to a concubine. Saladin named him Nar al-Din ‘Ali and give him the title 
“al-Afdal,” which Ayyūb had just received from the Fatimid caliph, thus unit- 
ing in the person of his child the powers that the rulers of both Syria and Egypt 
had acknowledged for his family. 

Toward the end of 1170, Saladin undertook new expeditions to the southern 
borders of the Frankish territories, into the region of Gaza south of the Pales- 
tinian coast, and toward Ayla at the entrance to the Red Sea.** It was important 
to dismantle the Frankish fortresses on the border of Egyptian territory, since 
they served as bases for launching and falling back from expeditions against 
Egypt. It was also fundamental, now that Syria and Egypt were reunified, to 
increase the security of communications between Damascus and Cairo. The 


most direct traditional route linking Egypt to Syria, namely, the coastal route 
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passing through Farāma, al-‘Arīsh, Gaza, and Ascalon, then Tiberias and Da- 
mascus, had crossed through Frankish territory since the creation of the king- 
dom of Jerusalem. It had therefore become largely impassable for the Muslims, 
who preferred to take the Sinai route farther to the south, from Suez to Ayla 
and then northward, east of the Frankish territories, toward Busra and Damas- 
cus. But that route itself had the disadvantage of passing through Ayla, which 
had been under Frankish control since 1116. It was urgent to reconquer that lo- 
cality to assure the security of communications between Egypt and Syria.” 

In early December 1170, Saladin initially decided to attack the fortresses of 
Dārūm and Gaza, south of the Palestinian coast.” He did not manage to seize 
them, but his expedition left a deep mark on the city of Lower Gaza. Part of its 
Frankish population was massacred after Miles of Plancy, who was defending 
the citadel, prohibited them from seeking refuge there. 

The Muslim army returned to Cairo on December 22, 1170. But even before 
its return, another expedition was getting under way for Ayla, north of the Gulf 
of ‘Aqaba. Disassembled boats were loaded onto camels and sent by the Suez 
and Sadr routes to the small fortress built by the Franks off the coast of Ayla, on 
the Île de Graye (present-day Jazirat Fara‘iin). The taking of that small fort on 
December 31, 1170, marked an important step in Saladin’s strategy. He sought, 
on one hand, to secure the main communication route between Egypt and 
Syria and, on the other, to prevent the Franks from having access to the Red 
Sea. That latter aspect was particularly underscored in his propaganda, which 
pointed out that, from Ayla, the infidels controlled the route between Mecca 
and Medina and thus seriously threatened the Station of Abraham and the tomb 
of the Prophet. With that new victory, Saladin not only reinforced his image as 
a valorous jihad warrior but also appeared in everyone’s eyes as the savior of the 
holy sites of Islam.” 

Saladin therefore returned to Cairo on February 4, 1171, bathed in glory. In 
less than two years, he had managed to eliminate his opponents within the 
Egyptian army, to avert the Frankish threat to Egypt and the Red Sea, and to 
make relations between Cairo and Damascus more secure. He would now be 


able to take on a new task: to put an end to the dynasty of the Fatimids. 
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The End of the Fatimids 


Death of the Caliph 


Ibn Abi Tayyi’ reports that in April 1170, when Ayyūb came to join his son in 
Cairo, Nur al-Din, himself urged on by the caliph of Baghdad, asked him to 
order Saladin to restore the Abbasid khutba in Egypt without further delay.' 
The khutba, a political-religious speech pronounced in the Great Mosques be- 
fore the formal Friday prayer, had a very great symbolic value, since it always 
included the invocation of a divine blessing on the caliph and on the one who 
exercised power in his name. To pronounce that invocation in favor of the Ab- 
basid caliph was thus to pay allegiance to him. There is no doubt that Saladin 
thought of putting an end to the Fatimid caliphate as soon as he took power in 
Cairo in 1169; it is also plausible that Nir al-Din became impatient, suspecting 
that his lieutenant was letting things drag on in order to reserve for himself the 
Egyptian caliph’s support, should relations between Saladin and Nir al-Din 
deteriorate. In response to his father, Saladin pointed out that, to succeed, he 
had to proceed in stages, first consolidating his power and then eliminating his 
many opponents. 

But as of August 1170, once the black and Armenian revolt was repressed 
and the Frankish threat momentarily averted, Saladin set in place several mea- 


sures designed to facilitate the return to Sunnism. In mosques, the Shiite call 
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to prayer, “Come to the best work, Muhammad and ‘Alī are the blessings of 
mankind,” was abandoned, and the names of the first three caliphs, disgraced 
in the Shiites’ view, were reintroduced into the Friday khutba. In the capital, 
alongside the Shiite chief qādī, Saladin placed a member of his close circle, the 
Shafite jurist Diya’ al-Din al-Hakkari, who was put in charge of the former 
Fatimid foundation of al-Qahira. A short time later, in the old neighborhoods 
of al-Fustat farther to the south, Saladin founded two madrasas for the training 
of Sunni religious elites, and his nephew Taqi al-Din established a third in the 
spring of 1171. Upon his return from Ayla in February or March 1171, Saladin 
took a further step, stripping the position of chief qadi from the Shiites and 
entrusting it to a Kurdish Shafite, who in turn named Shafite qadis in the pro- 
vincial cities. All these measures allowed Saladin to gradually strengthen 
Sunnism, while testing the reaction of the Egyptian population. In reality, they 
demonstrated very little opposition, since the majority of the inhabitants had 
remained Sunnis, despite the two-century-long Fatimid Shiite regime. 

The administration itself was gradually taken in hand. The death of the 
head of the Fatimid chancery in early March 1171 made possible his replace- 
ment by the loyal qadi al-Fadil, a devout Sunni despite having served the 
Fatimid dynasty.” Finally, between 1170 and 1171 the army was again purged: 
emirs were expelled from al-Fustat and their possessions confiscated. The ca- 
liph’s protests were without effect, especially since, deprived of his troops and 
confined to a palace whose affairs were now managed by the eunuch Qarāqūsh 
al-Asadi, the caliph himself had increasingly less property and power. And 
though Saladin does not seem to have displayed any particular hostility toward 
him—some even say they were on good terms—the gradual reestablishment 
of Sunnism and the growing financial demands of the Turkish army ultimately 
weakened the caliph and destroyed his authority. 

In early summer 1171, everything was in place for the final step. Nur al-Din 
again urged his lieutenant to restore the Sunni khutba. Having consulted his 
emirs and observed that they were all aligning themselves with Nir al-Din, 
Saladin assembled jurisconsults to obtain from them a fatwa on the subject. 
Not very surprisingly, they declared the dismissal of Caliph al-‘Adid legiti- 
mate.’ That consultation was in itself nothing but a formality, but it attests to 
the importance of the decision that was to follow: dismissing a caliph who 
claimed to descend from the family of the Prophet, putting an end to a dynasty 
that had ruled Egypt for more than two hundred years, were actions with 
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much weightier consequences than the elimination of a vizier. In the eyes of 
the Iraqis and Syrians, the support of the Abbasid caliph and of Nir al-Din was 
sufficient to legitimate such a decision, but in demanding a fatwa from men of 
law respected in Egypt, Saladin surrounded himself with all the legal guaran- 
tees possible and removed any possibility of objections from the Egyptian 
ulemas themselves. 

The sources differ on the exact circumstances surrounding the reestablish- 
ment of the Abbasid khutba in the Cairo mosques and the death of the caliph, 
which coincided with his fall from power.’ There is nothing surprising about 
these differences, since the collapse of such a prestigious dynasty could not fail 
to give rise to rumors and legends. From the accounts it emerges that on Fri- 
day, September 10, the name of Caliph al-‘Adid was omitted from the khutba 
pronounced in al-Fustat, without being immediately replaced by that of the 
Abbasid caliph. When the caliph, already very ill, learned of this, his condition 
worsened, and he died on the morning of September 13, at the age of twenty- 
one. The following Friday, September 17, in al-Fustat and Cairo, the khutba was 
officially pronounced in the name of the caliph of Baghdad, al-Mustadi’.” The 
sudden death of al-‘Adid immediately gave rise to various interpretations, more 
or less legendary. Some simply claimed that his fall from power had affected 
him so deeply that he died as a result. Others spoke of suicide: in learning of his 
dismissal, the caliph was said to have brought his poisoned ring to his lips. 
Some recounted that Saladin, having seen the caliph drinking wine and show- 
ering jewels on one of his concubines, asked the jurists for a fatwa to condemn 
him for having indulged in debauchery, before sending his brother to kill him.® 
Others, finally, said that he was strangled with his own turban for having re- 
fused to reveal the hiding places of his treasures. 

In all these events, let us note especially the caution with which, once again, 
Saladin achieved his objective, preferring to make changes in stages and in con- 
sultation with religious circles. His decisions were therefore accepted without 
resistance by an Egyptian population that had remained fundamentally Sunni, 
and which was weary of seeing its leaders always at one another's throats and 
calling for help from the “infidels.” Since he had been in power, Saladin had in- 
stead demonstrated his ability to impose order and to repel the Franks. That 
demonstration of force was repeated on September 11, 1171, following the aban- 
donment of the Fatimid khutba, when Saladin passed all his troops in review 
before a large crowd of both Byzantine and Frankish ambassadors.’ 
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The order was given in all the Egyptian provinces to pray in the name of the 
Abbasid caliph. When Nar al-Din was informed, he immediately sent his ambas- 
sador to announce the good news to the caliph of Baghdad. Along the way, the 
ambassador was to proclaim everywhere the end of the Fatimid dynasty in 
Egypt. The document that he was given to read placed the emphasis once again 
on the collusion between the two disgraced powers, the heretical Fatimids and 
the infidel Franks. The merit for that victory devolved onto Nir al-Din, who had 
succeeded where many of his predecessors had failed. God had guided him in 
that conquest and had entrusted the possession of Egypt to him, in order to re- 
turn it to the right path of Islam. And Nir al-Din—in the words of his chancellor— 
added, without ever mentioning Saladin’s name: “We have charged the one 
whom we have designated as lieutenant [that is, Saladin] to open the door of 
blessedness, to accomplish what we desired, to establish there the Abbasid mes- 
sage that guides us, and to drive the heretics to perdition.”* He thereby declared 
loud and clear that all the glory to be drawn from that victory fell to him, Saladin 
being only his representative and the executor of his orders in Cairo, 

That news caused great jubilation in Baghdad. A few months later, to re- 
ward Nar al-Din, the caliph sent him, through one of his highest dignitaries, a 
complete wardrobe of honor. Nir al-Din put on the robe, placed the heavy gold 
necklace around his neck, and strapped on the two swords, which were joined 
by their crossbelt to symbolize his domination over the reunified Syria and 
Egypt. Astride one of the horses the caliph had given him, Nir al-Din paraded 
west of Damascus to the Green Hippodrome, before returning to the citadel, a 
black flag leading the way. He also sent Saladin the wardrobe of honor in- 
tended for him, prestigious but inferior to Nir al-Din’s own, the caliph having 
respected the power hierarchy. Along with these gifts were also honorific 
robes for the Egyptian ulemas and black flags to be placed in the mosques to 
mark the return of Abbasid authority. In December 1171, a new Egyptian coin 
was struck in the name of the Abbasid caliph and of Nur al-Din. In the eyes of 
everyone at the time, the victory of Sunnism over Ismaili Shiism was Nir al- 


Din’s victory before it was Saladin’s. 


Takeover of the Palaces 


In Cairo, the fall of the last Fatimid caliph was followed by a popular uprising 
against those who had supported that dynasty. Some were roughed up and 
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forced to leave the city, while their houses and possessions were pillaged. The 
Armenians, who had played an important social and military role under the 
reign of the Fatimids, were among the first to suffer from the regime change. 
In November 1172, their patriarch even decided to leave Egypt and move to Je- 
rusalem, and several monasteries and churches were abandoned.’ No doubt 
the Armenians remembered the fate of their brothers in the army two years 
earlier and feared that their situation would quickly deteriorate. 

But the event that left the deepest impression was the dispersal of the trea- 
sures contained in the Fatimid palaces. The court of the caliphs had been re- 
puted for its ostentation and sumptuousness. Several travelers left behind awed 
descriptions of the two palaces, which stood opposite each other in the center 
of al-Qahira, each composed of a multitude of pavilions, luxury residences, 
gardens, and inner courtyards. Nasir-i-Khusraw, a Persian traveler visiting 
Cairo, describes the marvels that were displayed before his eyes at the palace, 
during the feast to break the fast at the end of Ramadan in 440 (March 1049). 
Among other things, he admired a throne sculpted in gold, on which were de- 
picted scenes of hunting and horsemanship, and a tree whose branches, leaves, 
and fruit were made of sugar and which was decorated with thousands of stat- 
uettes and figurines, also in sugar.” 

As for William of Tyre, in his account of the Frankish embassy to Cairo in 1167, 
he mentions the delightful decor of the palace (despite the fact that the Fatimid 
dynasty was in full decline at the time) into which the messengers were ushered. 
Before their amazed eyes appeared the elegance of pavilions, marble columns with 
gold wainscoting, basins filled with water, and a multitude of rare animals and 
birds.” The few vestiges of sculpted wood that have come down to us from these 
palaces attest to the extreme refinement of the works of art they must have 
contained.’ 

Saladin seized all these palaces and their many treasures (weapons, per- 
sonal items, fabrics, rock crystal, horses, tents, gems) but found very little 
money in the coffers, since most of the state revenues had been spent during 
the previous years to battle the Franks or to pay them tribute. That absence of 
money in the caliphal treasury fed legends of all sorts. The money was surely 
hidden in some secret place, and Saladin endeavored in vain to uncover it. It 
was even recounted that he ordered the torture of a man suspected of knowing 
the hiding place. The man was made to submit to the worst of torments, his 
head covered with beetles that were supposed to devour his brain. Against all 
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expectations, however, the insects died and the man came out unscathed, a 
miracle attributed to the victim's past: years before, he had transported the 
head of al-Husayn, son of ‘Ali—son-in-law and cousin of the Prophet—from 
Ascalon back to Cairo, where the Fatimids had protected it from the Frankish 
threat. For a long time, the mystery of the treasure continued to trouble people. 
‘Imad al-Din alludes to it when he recounts that, in 1174, the leader of the Is- 
maili missionaries was crucified and died without revealing where the caliph’s 
money was hidden. Two centuries later, the treasure still could not be found. 
Then, when a Mamluk vizier uncovered a large sum of money during the exca- 
vation of the foundations of his house, located at one of the gates of the eastern 
palace, no one doubted for a moment that the money was a part of the buried 
Fatimid treasure.” 

The caliph’s family, some 130 adults and 75 children according to al-Maqrizi, 
were ousted from the palace and imprisoned in a residence under the surveil- 
lance of the eunuch Qaraqiish al-Asadi. He was responsible for supporting 
them and for overseeing a strict separation of the sexes to prevent the birth of 
any descendants, who would have made it possible to revive the dynasty one 
day. Of the many servants in the palace, Saladin allowed those who were of 
free status to leave and also emancipated a large number of slaves. He distrib- 
uted the rest of the slaves and many possessions to his emirs and close circle. 

A large part of the caliph’s treasures was sold in the streets of Cairo for sev- 
eral years afterward. Among the most precious items in the palace were the 
thousands of books carefully preserved and inventoried in the library, which 
was considered one of the wonders of the world, no doubt the richest library in 
the Muslim world.” It is impossible to know exactly how many works it con- 
tained: the estimates range from 120,000 to 2 million. Beyond these numbers, 
which are significant in any event, the importance of the library lay in the rar- 
ity of certain manuscripts, the richness of their decoration, and the quality of 
their writing, as well as in the large number of autograph manuscripts. All the 
disciplines were represented, from the Koran and the traditions of the Prophet 
to alchemy, grammar, lexicography, law, history, and what was called the “sci- 
ences of the ancients” (rational and natural sciences that Islam inherited from 
the Hellenistic and Persian world). Some authors claim the library contained 
nearly 2,400 richly ornamented Korans and no fewer than 1,220 copies of the 
famous history by al-Tabari (d. 923). Even if these figures are exaggerated, the 
extraordinary quality of that library is beyond doubt. 
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We may therefore wonder why Saladin took no measures to preserve such 
a treasure. Most of the books were pillaged and sold off for a pittance by his 
soldiers, under the consenting eye of the eunuch Qarāqūsh al-Asadī. Many 
were thrown to the ground, and their bindings often torn off. ‘Imad al-Din re- 
counts that many buyers rushed in, identified the works that interested them. 
began by dismembering them, scattered their quires, and then bought them up 
for a very low price before reassembling them and having them bound. That 
practice no doubt explains in part the state of certain manuscripts that have 
come down to us, composed of an assemblage of assorted quires, missing sec- 
tions, upside-down pages, and other anomalies of layout. Some six years later, 
in 1177 according to ‘Imad al-Din, books from the caliphal library were still 
being sold in Cairo twice a week. 

Ought that looting to be explained in terms of the desire to destroy a li- 
brary that was the symbol of a disgraced dynasty and ideology? No doubt it 
contained a certain number of works of Shiite theology and law, and it is true 
that there is no dearth of historical examples of libraries being selected as the 
first target during a change of regime and especially of ideology. In 1076, the 
Fatimids had themselves burned down the library of Aleppo, which housed 
some ten thousand books, because they suspected that it contained works con- 
trary to Ismaili doctrine.” But in the case of the Fatimid library, apart from the 
fact that most of the books were in no way religious propaganda, it is striking 
to observe that it was not burned down but squandered, sold off at very low 
prices, which is surely not the best way to prevent writings judged subversive 
from spreading. ‘Imad al-Din proposes an explanation, saying that Qaraqish, 
“a Turk who knew nothing of books,” was easily persuaded that these old, 
moth-eaten manuscripts had no value and could be sold for a pittance. There 
may be some truth in that remark, but Saladin also did not pay much attention 
to the books. 

Qadi al-Fadil, however, did what he could to save several thousand works, 
which he bought up at low prices and kept in his madrasa (al-Fadiliyya) in 
Cairo. And in 1177, ‘Imad al-Din brought back to Syria eight camels laden with 
books from that library. He said that these books were given to him by Saladin, 
which provided him with an opportunity to praise the vizier’s generosity. But 
Saladin’s attitude indicates above all that, in the first years of his governance in 
Egypt, his preoccupations were much more military and political than cultural 


and religious. The influence exerted on him by men of letters and of religion 
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became more perceptible in the following years, and it is striking to compare 
his passivity in 1171 to his attitude in 1183, during the taking of Amida in Upper 
Mesopotamia. This time, according to the Christian historian Bar Hebraeus,’® 
Saladin took care to preserve the very rich library of the city and delivered all 
its books to Qadi al-Fadil. 

Following the caliph’s death, the Fatimid palaces and their gardens were 
divided among Saladin’s family and emirs, while Saladin himself continued to 
reside in the old vizierial palace north of the great palaces.” The Fatimid dy- 
nasty was definitively dead, though its followers did not immediately lay down 
their arms. 
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Nir al-Din’s Lieutenant in Egypt 


Further Egyptian Resistance 


In the months and years that followed, resistance to Saladin’s power took the 
form of several revolts led by Arab tribes from Upper Egypt, supported, as of 
1171, by nostalgists for the Fatimid dynasty. Historians have rightly pondered 
the nature of these revolts and have even wondered whether Saladin had a ten- 
dency to overstate the threats, even to provoke some of them, in order to have 
an excellent pretext for eliminating his opponents.’ It is obviously very difficult 
to reply to such questions. None of the sources allow us to decide one way or 
the other, and current events continue to this day to provide examples of con- 
flicts that may mask inadmissible interests behind an imaginary threat. There- 
fore, rather than venture unverifiable conjectures, I shall remain within the 
realm of discourse, which will inform us of the objectives Saladin sought and 
the means he set in motion to achieve them. 

Under Islamic domination, Upper Egypt, populated by Arab tribes from 
northern and southern Arabia (Kaysites and Yemenites), was always a region 
difficult to control, because of its geographical distance from the central au- 
thority but also because of its proximity to Nubia.* Although bound to the Ar- 
abs by a pact concluded in 651, by the terms of which it was to pay a tribute in 
slaves, Nubia had never really been brought to heel. Nubian incursions regu- 
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larly sowed unrest and disorder in the region. In addition, Upper Egypt had 
often served as a refuge for dissident contingents of the Egyptian army.’ 

The revolts of the Arab tribes of Upper Egypt in the early part of Saladin’s 
reign were therefore not motivated solely by his taking of power, though it is 
indisputable that the overthrow of the Shiite caliphate gave them new momen- 
tum. The partisans of the fallen dynasty rather easily found support in that re- 
gion, where Shiism was relatively well implanted and where tribal groups 
were not very accepting of the iqtã‘ system that the Turkish troops attempted 
to impose on them. In 1170, even before the overthrow of the Fatimid regime, 
a revolt had united Arabs and blacks, unhappy to see a property tax (kharaj) 
demanded of them. That movement was swiftly repressed by one of Saladin’s 
emirs. Shortly thereafter, Saladin entrusted the region to his brother Tūrān- 
shah as an iqtã‘. In February 1172, Tiranshah put down a second revolt and 
made off with a large booty.* 

But the respite was short-lived. In late 1172, the blacks and Armenians who 
had survived the Cairo revolt, having regrouped near the Egyptian border of 
Nubia, launched an expedition against Aswan and its region, more motivated 
by booty than by any real political aims. Taranshah rushed back from Cairo to 
put down the rebellion but spared the peasants and lower classes who had 
joined the movement, perhaps out of concern not to destroy the rural econ- 
omy. He cracked down in Nubia, where he seized Ibrim and its citadel, about 
fifty kilometers north of Abu Simbel. According to a Coptic author, he gave no 
quarter: he looted the city and its church, subjected its bishop to torture, and 
reduced a large part of the residents to slavery.’ Few difficulties arose in con- 
quering the black Muslim and Christian populations of that region, whose 
mode of life was very primitive;° but remaining in Nubia was another matter, 
particularly given the natural barriers formed by the cataracts of the Nile. Of 
course, the presence of gold mines south of Aswan gave the region a certain 
appeal. But was it worth the effort? Not really, according to Ibn al-Athir, who 
believed that Saladin and his family, in organizing that expedition, were pri- 
marily seeking somewhere to find refuge should Nir al-Din take Egypt away 
from them. That hope of conquest was quickly dashed, and two years later 
Saladin’s troops had to evacuate Ibrim and abandon any idea of installing 
themselves in Nubia.’ 

Upper Egypt did not emerge pacified, however. In August-September 1174, 


a new revolt, led by a former Fatimid emir, shook the region.* One of the first 
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gestures of the rebels was to attack the holders of iqtã‘s recently installed by 
Saladin. In addition to the political stakes, these revolts were a clear expression 
of the Arab reaction to the introduction of Turkish elements in Upper Egypt. 
But these efforts were in vain, because Saladin dispatched his brother al-‘Adil, 
who quickly stamped out the rebels and their leaders. 

That setback did not completely discourage the Fatimid partisans in Upper 
Egypt. A few years later, a new revolt shook the site of Qift (the ancient Cop- 
tos), a few kilometers north of Qūs:? “In 1176-1177, there was a great revolt in 
the city of Qift. The reason behind it was that a missionary among the Banu, 
‘Abd al-Qawi, claimed that he was Da’td, son of al-Adid [the last Fatimid ca- 
liph]. People rallied behind him. The sultan... sent his brother al-Malik al- 
‘Adil . . . to lead an army, which killed about three thousand residents of Qift, 
crucifying them on the trees outside the city using their turbans and taylasan 
[the veil that covers the turban].””° With that ruthless repression, whose vic- 
tims were not only former soldiers but, in many cases, ulemas—as indicated by 
the mention of turbans—any hope of reestablishing the Fatimid dynasty col- 
lapsed. Hotbeds of Shiism continued to exist, however, in the southern part of 
Upper Egypt until the Mamluk period. 

In Cairo as well, Saladin had to deal with attempts to restore the Fatimid 
caliphate. In spring 1174, a conspiracy composed of heterogeneous elements 
brought together emirs, religious, administrators, soldiers, blacks, residents of 
the palace, an Armenian Christian astrologist, and the poet ‘Umara. Some 
even said that the governor of Alexandria, who had supported Saladin up to 
that time, joined the plot. But when it came to agreeing on the choice of the 
new Fatimid caliph and his vizier, divisions rapidly emerged among the con- 
spirators. Fairly early on, one of them decided to alert Saladin about what was 
afoot." As in 1169, the organizers of the plot were accused of having solicited 
the help of the Franks and of having benefited from the support of a few Jewish 
and Christian secretaries. Ibn Abi Tayyi’ even goes so far as to say that the reb- 
els asked for the support of the Assassins of Syria, a very unlikely accusation, 
dictated no doubt by his hostility—expressed many times—against that extre- 
mist Shiite sect. 

Saladin reacted immediately. He took no action against his own soldiers but 
exiled a portion of his opponents (the palace courtiers and the blacks) to Upper 
Egypt. He also ordered that the ringleaders of the revolt be crucified on the cen- 
tral square of Cairo, between the two palaces.” The poet “‘Umara attempted to 
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save his own neck by asking Qadi al-Fadil to intercede on his behalf. The two 
men knew each other well, having served together in the Fatimid dynasty, 
though some sources underscore their deep-seated rivalry. Unlike al-Fadil, 
‘Umara had never sincerely rallied behind the Ayyubid family, and his poems 
lauded Nur al-Din’s might and majesty more readily than Saladin’s.” Believing 
he was poorly remunerated by Saladin, he had continually praised the generos- 
ity of Caliph al-‘Adid (even though ‘Umara was himself a devout Shafite Sunni), 
lamenting his fall and attacking his adversaries: “May he who betrayed the 
Imam al-‘Adid, son of ‘Ali / Not see the Paradise which God has created!” he 
exclaimed in one of his poems, without naming Saladin.” That reckless attitude 
did not win him any indulgence from the vizier. He was therefore executed 
with his companions on the public square. 

It is correct, as the historians Malcolm C. Lyons and David E. P. Jackson 
have pointed out,” that the discovery of that conspiracy was opportune for 
Saladin, who thereby found a good pretext to rid himself of all internal oppo- 
sition before dealing with the Sicilian attack. These events also gave him the 
chance to prove to Nir al-Din, whose envoy was just then in Cairo, that Sala- 
din needed to remain in Egypt to consolidate his still-fragile power. But are 
we to conclude from this that Saladin played some role in triggering that af- 
fair? Although certain details differ from one source to another, there is noth- 
ing to prove that the plot was invented. Indeed, the absence of any reaction 
from the supporters of the Fatimid dynasty would have been much more as- 
tonishing. In any case, the attitude adopted by Saladin demonstrated to his 
foes that he was resolved to quash any impulse toward rebellion. The lesson 
seems to have been learned, since that was the last serious attempt in Cairo to 
reestablish the Fatimids. 

In the years that followed, the timorous calls for rebellion on behalf of the 
Shiites were no longer taken up by the population or within the army, and were 
limited for the most part to a few individual initiatives. In 1188, a dozen men ran 
through the streets of Cairo, shouting Fatimid slogans. They were quickly ar- 
rested, and al-Fadil reassured Saladin in writing, telling him that no one had 
paid any attention to them and that Saladin could count on his people’s loyalty.'° 
In 1190, two members of al-‘Adid’s family, including a young man of about 
twenty, managed to escape house arrest.” This was undoubtedly the same 
young man who, after seeking refuge for a time in Upper Egypt, returned to 


Cairo two years later in an attempt to rally supporters to his cause, but to no 
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avail. To discourage any new ideas of that kind, the decision was made to send 
all the members of the Fatimid family, as well as their entourage, to Syria, 
where they were imprisoned south of Damascus." 


Conquest of Yemen 


The experience in Nubia of 1173-1174 had hardly been conclusive, since the re- 
gion had appeared very poor and unattractive. Saladin, encouraged by his 
brother Tūrānshāh, therefore set his sights on Yemen, as the Fatimid caliphs 
had done before him.”? Several motives seem to have impelled him in that par- 
ticular direction. Yemen, by virtue of its port of Aden especially, controlled the 
commercial route extending from the Red Sea to the African coasts, the Per- 
sian Gulf, and the Indian Ocean, and a large share of Egypt's prosperity was 
founded on that commerce. From Yemen, a politically divided region where a 
large part of the population lived far from civilization, Saladin could thus ex- 
pect major commercial revenues but also human reinforcements for his army, 
as attested by the urgent requests he addressed some time later to his brother. 
That project also suited his religious policy. Several princes of the region, 
who governed more or less autonomously, had Ismaili leanings, some pro- 
Fatimid, others not. In 1159, one of them had even dared establish the khutba in 
his own name and had referred to his father’s grave by the term “Kaaba.””° As a 
result, it was easy for Saladin to justify his intervention by accusing the prince of 
heresy, especially since the governors of several Yemenite cities were also ask- 
ing for his help. Taranshah’s personal ambitions also no doubt played a role in 
the organization of that expedition. Disappointed by Nubia and short of funds, 
Saladin’s brother thought that Yemen, whose wealth the poet ‘Umara had highly 
praised and whose swords were said to be as renowned as those of India, was 
probably a choice governorship for him. Finally, the hypothesis advanced by Ibn 
al-Athir, that Saladin and his family may have considered Yemen a place of ref- 
uge in the event of a confrontation with Nir al-Din, cannot be ruled out. 
Nevertheless, Saladin did not undertake anything without the prior authori- 
zation of Nir al-Din, before whom he put forward the religious argument above 
all, that is, the abandonment of the Abbasid khutba by the mosques of Aden. It 
was with Nir al-Din’s agreement that, in early February 1174, Saladin sent his 
brother Tiranshah to Yemen, after generously supplying him with men, money, 
and provisions. In May 1174, after passing through Mecca, Tiranshah, without 
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great difficulty, took control of San‘a, Zabid, Ta‘izz, and finally Aden, thus achiev- 
ing the beginnings of political unification in the region, which in fact persisted 
after the domination of the Ayyubids. In each of these places, the khutba was now 
pronounced in the name of the Abbasid caliph and of Nar al-Din, and an Ayyubid 
governor was installed. Once informed of these conquests, Saladin announced 
the news to Nir al-Din, who immediately alerted the caliph of Baghdad. Once 


again, then, the power hierarchy was scrupulously respected. 


Tensions with Nur al-Din 


Nevertheless, in the face of Saladin’s successes in Egypt, then in Yemen, Nar 
al-Din’s worries continued to grow.” Most of the sources agree on that, the 
main question being at what date relations between the two men began to de- 
teriorate. With the installation of Shīrkūh and Saladin in Egypt, Nur al-Din 
had been anxious about the power acquired by his lieutenants, an anxiety 
coupled with a certain annoyance, which, however, was not expressed as real 
hostility. On the contrary, he had publicly demonstrated his support of Saladin 
by authorizing the vizier’s brothers and father to join him in Egypt. 

It was toward the end of 1171 that the first real friction appeared between 
Nar al-Din and his lieutenant, on the occasion of an expedition organized 
against the Franks of Kerak and Shawbak, south of Transjordan. Nir al-Din 
had asked Saladin to come aid him in his battle, and Saladin had gone to be- 
siege Shawbak in October 1171. Nur al-Din had set up his camp farther north, 
outside the walls of Kerak. Fewer than 150 kilometers separated the two men, 
and each was expecting to meet the other. It was then that Saladin’s entourage 
warned him against Nur al-Din, leading Saladin to fear that he would be dis- 
missed and dispossessed of Egypt. We will never know whether these fears 
were well founded, but Saladin did not take any chances and decided to return 
to Egypt in mid-November 1171, on the pretext that the situation in Egypt was 
precarious and there was the risk of another revolt. Nur al-Din was not taken 
in and, according to Ibn al-Athir, resolved to expel Saladin from Egypt as soon 
as possible. The same historian adds that, having learned of Nir al-Din’s in- 
tentions, Saladin convened his council, composed of his emirs and members 
of his family, to decide what tack to take. The bellicose intentions of his 
nephew Taqi al-Din “Umar and of a few other members of his family were 


quickly moderated by the response of Ayyūb, who steadfastly and publicly 


a a 


ASG REN T 





took Nir al-Din’s side. This was a purely tactical move, as he told Saladin pri- 
vately a few moments later: “With what sort of intelligence have you acted? 
Do you not realize that, if Nir al-Din hears of your intention to resist him and 
fight, he will make us his most important consideration? Then you will be 
powerless against him. But now, when he hears what has happened and of our 
loyalty to him, he will leave us alone and occupy himself with others and fate 
will take its course. By God, if Nir al-Din wanted as much as a piece of sugar 
cane I myself would fight him to stop him or be killed in the attempt.””* 

Are we to see that dialogue as merely a denunciation by Ibn al-Athir of 
Ayyubid perfidy? That is difficult to say, but what especially emerges from this 
account is the influence that Ayyūb, portrayed as a cautious man and an astute 
politician, continued to exert over his son. The tension with Nir al-Din eased 
for some time, and in March 1172 Saladin received from his master the honor- 
ific clothing sent by the caliph, which he donned to parade the streets of Cairo. 

For the next two years, Nir al-Din hardly had time to concern himself 
with Saladin, absorbed as he was by his struggle against the Franks in the re- 
gion of Damascus and Tiberias, and then by his battle against the Seljuks of 
Anatolia, with whom he finally reached an accord in late August 1173.” In April 
or May of the same year, Saladin sent him some sixty thousand dinars, a zebra, 
and an elephant, as well as various gold objects and precious stones, selected 
from the treasures of the Fatimid palace.** These gifts only increased Nur al- 
Din’s irritation at his lieutenant, from whom he was expecting a much larger 
and more regular financial contribution: “That is not the money we needed,” 
he exclaimed, “for it cannot fill the hole of our deficit. Saladin knows that we 
have not spent our gold in the conquest of Egypt [for so little], when that gold 
was in short supply. So what does what he has sent us represent, compared to 
what we have granted!””’ 

The sending of that caravan coincided, perhaps intentionally, with a new 
expedition by Saladin against the fortress of Kerak, which was often the home 
base for Frankish attacks on the caravans linking Egypt to Syria. Through that 
expedition, Saladin hoped less to take the fortress than to thwart the Arab Bed- 
ouins who were providing the Franks with desert guides. That is what emerges 
from a letter he wrote to Nur al-Din to explain his actions: aware of the impor- 
tance of the jihad, he felt that the best way to fight the Franks would be to expel 
from their territories all the Arab Bedouins who were helping them find their 


way. Saladin asked Nur al-Din to welcome these Arab warriors and to deliver 
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up igta‘s in Syria to them, so that they would settle in that region. He added, 
not without a certain irony, that he would have rather brought them back to 
Egypt, but that they “preferred Syria to any other Islamic country.’”° Having 
laid siege to the fortress of Kerak, ravaged the region, and expelled some two 
hundred Arab cavalrymen to Syria, Saladin withdrew and returned to Egypt.” 
He had the unhappy surprise of learning en route of his father’s death, which 
had occurred in Cairo on August 9, 1173, as the result of a fall from a horse. 
Ayyūb was buried beside his brother, Shirkth, and two years later their re- 
mains were transferred to Medina. 

Nir al-Din, however, began to grow impatient at Saladin’s slowness in send- 
ing him subsidies. During the winter of 1173-1174, he therefore sent his chief ac- 
countant to Egypt to oversee the Egyptian cadastre, to take inventory of the fi- 
nancial resources of the country, and to set the annual fees that Saladin would 
have to pay him. Saladin justified himself by saying that Egypt was costing him 
a good deal of money. He asked his loyal friend Diya’ al-Din al-Hakkari to de- 
liver personally the fiscal report in the company of the chief accountant and 
once again entrusted to him sumptuous presents for Nir al-Din. The presents, 
however, were never received, because Nur al-Din died on May 15, 1174, the vic- 
tim of acute quinsy, before the caravan had had time to arrive in Damascus.** 

During the weeks preceding his death, Nur al-Din had once more mobi- 
lized his troops. According to Ibn al-Athir, his objective was to take Egypt 
away from Saladin, whom he suspected of wanting to make the Frankish state 
a buffer between Syria and Egypt. The account of that historian, who insists 
more than all the other sources on the tensions between Nir al-Din and his 
lieutenant, would be suspect were it not confirmed by Ibn Shaddad, who re- 
ports the words that Saladin confided to him one day: “We had heard that Nar 
al-Din would perhaps attack us in Egypt. Several of our comrades advised that 
he should be openly resisted and his authority rejected. ... I alone disagreed 
with them, urging that it was not right to say anything of that sort. Our differ- 
ence of opinion lasted until news of his death arrived.”” 

As for Saladin, he assembled troops outside Cairo, preparations he justified 
by saying that he was planning to meet up with Nar al-Din for a joint attack on 
Kerak.” Although once again it remains difficult to fathom his intentions, it 
does not appear that he was planning an imminent war against Nar al-Din. If 
that had been the case, would he have proposed in mid-May 1174 that his brother 


Tūrānshāh send Nir al-Din reinforcements in Yemen? In reality, at no time did 
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Saladin wish to attack him directly. On the contrary, the vizier’s interests dic- 
tated a strategy of avoiding Nūr al-Dīn and of justifying his lack of haste in aid- 
ing him on the basis of the vulnerability of Saladin’s situation in Egypt. It is 
clear, however, that Nūr al-Dīn’s uneasiness gradually increased. He was afraid 
he would lose hold of Saladin’s power, which would have deprived him of the 
benefits he had anticipated from the conquest of Egypt. Ibn al-Athīr and Ibn 
Shaddād are not the only ones to report that. Abū Shāma implicitly acknowl- 
edges it as well, seeking to reconcile the two sovereigns after the fact: “If Nūr 
al-Dīn had known what magnificent conquests God in the Most High reserved 
for Islam after him, under Saladin’s guidance, he would have been consoled, 
because Saladin built the jihad against the associationists [the Christians] on the 
foundations laid by Nir al-Din, and did so in the most consummate manner.””! 


I 


The Sultan 


vir 


Usurper or Legitimate Sultan? 


The difficult conditions under which Saladin acceded to power 
loomed large during the first ten years of his reign and determined the argu- 
ments on which his political legitimacy was founded. Nir al-Din had only one 
son, al-Salih Isma‘il, then eleven years old, and there were many candidates 
for the regency: the nephews of Nir al-Din living in Upper Mesopotamia, 
the emirs of Aleppo and Damascus, and Saladin in Cairo. Egyptian-Syrian- 
Mesopotamian unity, patiently developed from the mid-twelfth century on, 
wobbled on its foundations but did not completely collapse, since, despite the 
divisions and the ambitions of each camp, all laid claim to the same legacy, 
that of Nur al-Din, and each side attempted to prove that it was the best posi- 
tioned to continue his work. Saladin, fresh from his successes in Egypt, Ye- 
men, and Cyrenaica, overcame obstacles one by one and finally established 
himself as the one true legitimate sultan. He had supporters and detractors. 
Both had a tendency to remember only those aspects of his actions that con- 
firmed their opinion, leaving the historian the task of sorting out and analyz- 
ing, through their discourses, the means Saladin set in motion to impose his 


authority. 
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Nur al-Dīn’s Difficult Succession 


Great confusion reigned in the Muslim territories in the wake of Nir al-Din’s 
death. In Mosul, his nephew Sayf al-Din began by seizing the territories east of 
the Euphrates previously subject to Nur al-Din’s authority.’ In Damascus, 
where the deceased’s young son was living, Emir Ibn al-Muqaddam, designa- 
ted by his peers as commander of the army and head of the administration, 
immediately had to fend off a raid by the Franks against Baniyas, southwest of 
Damascus. All the same, in brandishing the threat of Saladin’s imminent 
arrival and in offering to liberate twenty-some prisoners, Ibn al-Mugqaddam 
achieved a truce. Then, shortly after July 14, 1174, when King Amalric of Jerusa- 
lem also died, Frankish pressure on the territories of Damascus eased apprecia- 
bly. That was a mixed blessing for Saladin in Egypt, who of course found him- 
self rid of his formidable adversary Amalric, but at the same time lost his main 
argument for an expedition into Syria, namely, the Frankish threat, which he 
believed he was the only one with the capacity to thwart. 

In northern Syria, the city of Aleppo was an object coveted by all. Before 
dying, it seems, Nir al-Din had had the foresight to entrust its regency to one of 
his emirs, the eunuch Giimiishtegin, governor of the citadel of Mosul. But by 
the time Giimiishtegin arrived in Aleppo, three other emirs had already seized 
power: two brothers from the powerful Bant l-Dāya family had divided up the 
administration and the police, while Shadhbakht, a eunuch and native of India, 
controlled the citadel. In order for their regency to be recognized, however, the 
Bani l-Dāya had to manage to bring the young al-Salih to Aleppo. This they at- 
tempted to do by opening negotiations with the leaders of Damascus. Neverthe- 
less, the many rivalries between emirs and the reawakening of struggles be- 
tween Sunnis and Shiites in Aleppo culminated in the plan’s failure: Shadhbakht 
and Giimiishtegin, with the complicity of a few emirs from Damascus who had 
brought them al-Salih in Aleppo, placed the Banu l-Dāya under arrest, got rid of 
the most influential Shiite city leader, and installed themselves in power. Three 
eunuchs ruled over Aleppo at the time: Shadhbakht, governor of the citadel; 
Giimiishtegin, commander of the army; and al-Mujahid Yaqit, who was in 
charge of the young prince’s education.” 

In Damascus, Ibn al-Muqaddam did not immediately perceive the danger. 
In reply to Saladin’s protests concerning the imprisonment of the Bant |-Daya, 
he cautioned: “Let it not be said that you have designs on the house of the one 
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who elevated you, who installed you, and who made you strong. . . . That be- 
fits neither your situation nor your good character.” Very quickly, however, 
Ibn al-Muqaddam’s uneasiness grew. He began by making an appeal in Mosul 
to Nur al-Din’s nephew, who thought that Ibn al-Mugaddam was trying to 
draw him into a trap and preferred an alliance with Giimiishtegin of Aleppo. 
Ibn al-Mugaddam’s anxiety only increased, and it was then that he turned to 
Saladin, who was only waiting for that appeal to intervene in Syria. 


Saladin, the only ruler of Egypt for the preceding three years, was at the time 
the most powerful of all Nir al-Din’s former emirs. The Syrian emirs were 
well aware of this and feared his reactions. Yet they did not want to heed the 
chief qadi of Damascus, Ibn al-Shahrazitri, who had advised them to consult 
Saladin on how to set up the regency. When Saladin learned of Nur al-Din’s 
death, he began by insistently reasserting his allegiance to the Zangid dynasty. 
Al-Salih had written him to inform him of his father’s death, of the oath the 
Syrian emirs had just taken to him—a veiled appeal for Saladin to do the 
same—and of the need to fight the Franks. Saladin responded by assuring him 
of his devotion and of his determination to conduct the jihad. And, as further 
proof, Saladin attached to his message Egyptian dinars on which the young 
sovereign’s name was already inscribed. 

That official proclamation of loyalty to the Zangid dynasty did not prevent 
Saladin from thinking from the start that he was the one best positioned to 
serve as regent. In a letter to a Syrian emir, before he had confirmation of the 
news of Nur al-Din’s death, Saladin said he had received instructions from Nir 
al-Din to recognize Giimiishtegin as al-Salih’s regent, but he hastened to add 
that he felt ready to protect the heir should that solution not be accepted. A lit- 
tle while later, after being excluded from the political discussions, he asserted 
in another missive that, of all the emirs, he was the one Nur al-Din had trusted 
the most, as attested by the fact that Nur al-Din had named Saladin to rule 
Egypt. Saladin claimed that, if Nir al-Din had not died so suddenly, there was 
no doubt that he would have designated Saladin to be al-Salih’s regent.* 

Isolated in Egypt, far from the legitimate heir, and weakened by the ten- 
sions between him and Nar al-Din in the last months of Nar al-Din’s reign, Sala- 


din could hardly intervene immediately in the establishment of the regency, 
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especially since, in late July, he had to face down a large squadron sent to Alex- 
andria by William II of Sicily. Despite the large number of ships and fighters, the 
Sicilians, having suffered heavy losses, very quickly had to beat a retreat. That 
victory was opportune for Saladin, since it indicated once again that he was the 
right man in the right place to deal with the Western threat. 

In other respects as well, his assets were not insignificant. He was lord of 
Egypt and in control of its resources, vanquisher of the Franks and the Arab 
tribes of Upper Egypt, and conqueror of Yemen: none of Nir al-Din’s emirs 
could measure up to him, and the divisions among his foes could only help 
him. Nevertheless, military superiority was not sufficient. Saladin had to find 
other arguments to legitimate his power and to obtain the caliph’s backing. 
These arguments are set out at length in the many letters he sent to al-Salih, to 
the Syrian emirs, to his entourage, and to the caliph of Baghdad during the 
months following Nur al-Din’s death. Saladin tirelessly recalled his loyalty to 
Nir al-Din and to his heir, the credit his family had enjoyed under the reign of 
the Zangids, his absence of designs on Syria, and his determination to unify 
Islam, to pursue the jihad, and to serve the Abbasid caliphate. 

The takeover of Syria by the Banu 1-Daya, who had enjoyed all Nir al-Din’s 
favors, might have passed for an acceptable solution in Saladin’s eyes.’ But to 
abandon the reins of power to three eunuchs for whom he had only contempt 
was unacceptable, as he said in a letter to the caliph of Baghdad in 1175.° There- 
fore, having vanquished the Sicilian fleet on August 1, 1174, and repressed a new 
revolt in Upper Egypt in early September, he decided to respond to the appeals 
for help from Ibn al-Mugaddam and the lord of Busra, a city south of Damas- 
cus. He headed toward Syria, leading a relatively modest army, and reached 
Busra, then Damascus, no doubt hoping to obtain reinforcements once there. 
On October 28, 1174, he entered Damascus without difficulty and distributed 
large sums of money to win over the population. After a brief resistance, the 
citadel surrendered and Saladin entrusted its command to his brother 
Tughtegin.’ 

The Aleppine reaction was not long in coming: an embassy led by Qutb al- 
Din Inal, a former emir of Nir al-Din’s who had fought beside Shīrkūh in 
Egypt, went to see Saladin, who, it seems, received him most warmly. Qutb 
al-Din, however, threatened him, pointing to his sword: “These swords, which 
gave you Egypt, are still in our hands, the spears that emptied the Egyptian 
palaces are ready on our shoulders, and the men who kept the Egyptian armies 
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away from you will repel you in the same way. Whatever action you under- 
take, they will divert you from it. You have stepped over the line and gone too 
far. You are only a servant of Nur al-Din and are duty-bound to preserve [his 
lineage] through his son.”® 

Ibn Abi Tayyi’ and ‘Imad al-Din are in agreement that Saladin did not al- 
low himself to be intimidated by these words but courteously reassured the 
emissary. The historian Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, by contrast, reports an outburst of 
rage on Saladin’s part: “If you had not been a messenger, I would have had your 
throat cut. By God, I did not come here out of greed or desire for the world 
here below. What I have in Egypt is sufficient for me. I came only to save that 
child from the clutches of those of your ilk. It is you who are the cause of the 
disappearance of his dynasty.”” 

From that time on, Saladin’s supporters and detractors faced off. The sharp- 
est criticisms came from the Zangid territories. In Mosul, Saladin was accused 
of treason and was called a “dog who bites the hand that feeds him.” The au- 
thor of the Anonymous Syriac Chronicle, a Christian from Edessa, which was 
then under Zangid authority, also did not believe in the sincerity of his inten- 
tions and accused him of pretense and political ambition. In the Frankish 
camp, William of Tyre shared that view and spoke of treason against his mas- 
ter." In response to Saladin’s supporters, who pointed out his loyalty to Nar 
al-Din’s descendants and his absence of designs on Syria, his detractors accused 
Saladin of disloyalty, ambition, and a lust for power. 

In the months that followed, Saladin undertook the conquest of the rest of 
Syria. His battle against the emirs of Aleppo and against the Zangids would 
give him the opportunity not only to prove his determination to unify Syria 
and Upper Mesopotamia but also to fine-tune the arguments intended to per- 
suade the population in general, and the caliph of Baghdad in particular, of the 
legitimacy of his actions. The cities of Homs and Hama surrendered, but the 
citadels that protected them resisted. The citadel of Hama was held by a former 
companion of Saladin’s, Jūrdīk, who was given permission to go to Aleppo to 
negotiate an accord between its leaders and Saladin. He was imprisoned upon 
his arrival by the emir of Aleppo, Giimiishtegin, who was ill-disposed toward 
discussions. As a result, Jardik’s brother, who had remained in Hama, handed 
over the citadel to Saladin on December 28, 1174. Two days later, Saladin set up 
his camp outside Aleppo, where he was met with strong resistance. The young 


prince al-Salih addressed the population, which had assembled in one of the 
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city’s hippodromes: “You know well my father’s kindness to you, his love for 
you and his good rule over you. I am his orphan. This wicked man, who repu- 
diates my father’s goodness to him, has come to take my lands. He respects 
neither God Almighty nor his creatures.” 

According to some, that speech moved the Aleppines to tears, and even if 
this claim must be seen merely as anti-Saladin propaganda, the resistance of 
Aleppo is a good illustration of the problems of legitimacy Saladin must have 
faced. Nir al-Din’s family, his son in particular, enjoyed great popularity in 
northern Syria, and no one really believed that Saladin would be satisfied to 
serve as regent as he claimed. If he failed to be convincing, Saladin might have 
been able to impose himself by force, but at the cost of a long and costly siege, 
a tactic he rarely opted for during his career. While still outside the city’s walls, 
he was the victim of a first assassination attempt by members of the Assassin 
sect, who acted on the order of the emirs of Aleppo. Saved by one of his emirs, 
who sacrificed his own life, Saladin later used that incident to show his deter- 
mination to defend Sunnism, unlike his adversaries, whom he accused of de- 
pending on Shiite extremists. 

The residents of Aleppo did not waste any time giving him another oppor- 
tunity to strengthen his claims on the sultanate. As the siege continued, the 
garrison in the citadel of Homs sent word to the Franks to ask for their aid, 
with the agreement, no doubt, of the emirs of Aleppo. By way of payment, the 
resisters in Homs offered to release the Frankish hostages who had been deliv- 
ered to them in exchange for the liberation of Raymond of Tripoli and of Eu- 
stache, brother of Reginald of Sidon, expecting to receive a ransom for them. 

The Franks, aware that Saladin was more dangerous to them than Nir al- 
Din’s young son, and wishing to have their hostages back, responded to the ap- 
peal. But when they arrived outside the walls of Homs, the garrison, which was 
no doubt hoping that the approach of the Franks would be enough to make 
Saladin ease up on Aleppo, refused to hand over the citadel to them. Having 
camped for a month outside Aleppo, Saladin set off again for Homs, immedi- 
ately bringing about the Franks’ retreat. After a few weeks, on March 17, 1175, he 
seized the citadel. The garrison released the prisoners taken from Saladin’s 
army in exchange for having their own lives spared.’* A few days later, on 
March 29, Baalbek also surrendered without a fight, and it was at about that 
time that Saladin wrote to the caliph to ask him for the investiture of Egypt and 
Syria. 
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In the meantime, the Zangid army arrived in Syria, having been sent from 
Mosul at the request of the Aleppines. But the conflict between Sayf al-Din of 
Mosul and his brother ‘Imad al-Din, lord of Sinjar, was weakening their camp. 
Saladin took advantage of their dissension. The Zangid army passed through 
Aleppo, where other troops joined it, before turning in the direction of Hama. 
Negotiations opened between the two camps. Saladin said he was ready to hand 
over Homs, Hama, and Baalbek, but insisted on keeping Rahba on the Euphra- 
tes, which was governed by his cousin (Shirkth’s son), and especially Damas- 
cus, where he pledged to have the khutba pronounced in the name of Nir al- 
Din’s son. These proposals were rejected by the Zangids, who demanded all of 
Syria and wanted Saladin to return to Egypt. To no avail: Saladin was deter- 
mined to stay in Syria. Having written to the caliph to complain about his ad- 
versaries, he sent for his nephews Farrakhshah and Taqi al-Din ‘Umar, as well 
as his maternal uncle al-Harimi. All three arrived in Hama with reinforcements 
in early April 1175. Saladin, in order to have a free hand, negotiated with the 
Franks and returned to them the hostages who had been held in Homs, an ac- 
cord harshly condemned by William of Tyre, who believed that the Franks 
would have done better, while there was still time, to unite their forces and fight 
against Saladin.“ 

The battle between Saladin and the Zangid forces took place on April 13, 
1175, north of Hama, in a place known as the “Horns of Hama.” The Zangids 
were routed without great difficulty, but Saladin had no interest in crushing 
the enemy troops too decisively, since he still hoped to rally some of them to 
his side. In the letter he wrote on that occasion to Baghdad, he emphasized that 
he had spared the lives of his adversaries, allowed the fugitives to leave, and 
refused to keep prisoners, proof of a leniency that he hoped would earn him 
the caliph’s gratitude and also that of the Aleppines. 

He was not disappointed. Once he had returned to Aleppo, he managed to 
negotiate with the leaders of the city, who themselves asked for a truce. By the 
terms of the accord signed in early May 1175, Saladin kept his conquests and 
conceded to al-Salih the entire northern part of Syria, up to but not including 
Hama. Kafartab and Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man, both located between Hama and 
Aleppo, also fell to Saladin. Everywhere, the khutba was to be pronounced in 
the name of al-Salih, whom Saladin pledged to support if need be, whereas the 
Aleppines promised to fight the Franks and to liberate the Bani l-Dāya broth- 
ers and Emir Jūrdīk, whom they were still keeping prisoner.” 
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On May 6 Saladin returned to Hama, where he received a delegation from 
Baghdad informing him of the caliph’s decision to recognize his authority over 
Egypt and Syria, with the exception of al-Salih’s territories. Along with the di- 
ploma of investiture, he was given the customary black flags and honorific 
robes. At the same time, the caliph sent honorific robes to al-Salih and asked 
Saladin to maintain good relations with him. It was a great victory for Saladin, 
whose power over all of central and southern Syria could no longer be con- 
tested. But in exchange for that acknowledgment, it was made clear to him that 
he had to abandon any idea of conquering Aleppo, at least so long as al-Salih 
reigned there. 

Despite the treaty he had just signed with Aleppo, Saladin completed his 
Syrian conquests with the taking of Barin (May 1175), southwest of Hama, the 
possession of one of Nur al-Din’s former emirs, whom Saladin accused of collu- 
sion with the Assassins and the Franks, accusations he had the habit of making 
to justify his battles against the Zangids and their supporters. The emir had 
joined Saladin before his attack on Homs, but, not having received what he 
wanted, had abandoned him to take refuge in the fortress of Barin. Without 
the means to resist, he obtained permission from Saladin to join the prince of 
Mosul, who delivered Edessa to him. Saladin, after entrusting Hama to his 
uncle al-Harimi, Homs to his cousin Nasir al-Din, and Baalbek to Emir Ibn al- 
Muqaddam, returned to Damascus on May 23, 1175, and granted his troops a 
few months’ leave. The Egyptian emirs returned home to collect their share of 
the harvest, and Saladin himself remained in Damascus until spring 1176. 

The conquest of the territories formerly under Nir al-Din’s authority was 
not over, however, and would keep Saladin occupied for several more years. 
The accord concluded with the Aleppines stipulated that Saladin would make 
peace with the Zangids. But according to ‘Imad al-Din, when the Zangid envoy 
arrived in Damascus, he mistakenly removed from his sleeve the text of a new 
treaty between Mosul and Aleppo. Saladin, furious that the Aleppines had acted 
without consulting him, broke off negotiations. He explained himself in a letter 
to the caliph, in which he again accused the Zangids of treachery.” That story, 
whether true or false—was Saladin looking for a pretext to break off negotia- 
tions and resume his conquests?—is indicative of the continuing mistrust be- 
tween him and the Zangids. 

Hostilities resumed in spring 1176 after an accord was concluded between 


Sayf al-Din of Mosul and al-Salih. To obtain the Franks’ support, the Aleppines 
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agreed to release Reginald of Chatillon and Joscelin of Courtenay, who had 
been imprisoned, respectively, for sixteen and twelve years.” Saladin asked his 
brother al-Adil, lieutenant of Egypt at the time, to send reinforcements. His 
other brother Taranshah, who had just left Yemen, also came to join him. 
Turanshah arrived in Damascus a few days before the battle that, on April 22, 
1176, pitted Saladin’s army against the coalition army of Aleppo and Mosul, at 
Tall al-Sultan, about thirty-seven kilometers south of Aleppo. Despite over- 
whelming numerical superiority, the Zangid army—far from its bases, divided, 
and poorly commanded—was defeated. Once again, Saladin did not attempt to 
destroy the vanquished forces and liberated many prisoners. Sayf al-Din re- 
turned to Mosul, while his brother ‘Izz al-Din Mas‘ūd remained in Syria to 
come to al-Salih’s aid.” 

Aleppo feared being besieged in turn, but Saladin preferred to seize the 
surrounding territories first: to the northeast, Buza‘a surrendered on May 4, 
and Manbij on the rth. The governor of Manbij, Qutb al-Din Inal, liberated by 
Saladin, went to see Sayf al-Din in Mosul, who gave him Rakka on the Euphra- 
tes as an iqtã‘, In the second half of May, Saladin set up his camp outside ‘Azaz, 
a day and a half on foot northwest of Aleppo. During the siege of May 22, he 
was again attacked by four Assassins and was wounded in the cheek. All the 
attackers were carved to pieces by his companions. ‘Azaz surrendered on June 
21 and was given as an iqtã‘ to Saladin’s nephew Taqi al-Din ‘Umar. 

Giimiishtegin, thinking that the next target would be Harim, a strong- 
hold on the road between Aleppo and Antioch, rushed off to defend it, but 
Saladin made the decision to attack Aleppo. Among the ambassadors he sent 
to negotiate with the Aleppines was ‘Imad al-Din, who complained that he 
was treated harshly, lodged all night long in a hovel without a bed, water, or 
food. The content of the accord delivered to him the next morning without 
negotiation could not, we suspect, have satisfied Saladin, who had the impres- 
sion that it was all merely a masquerade designed to gain some time and to 
allow Giimiishtegin to return to Aleppo. In the letter he wrote to the caliph 
on July 2, 1176, Saladin again lamented the failure of his attempts at reconcili- 
ation, which according to him were attributable to his adversaries’ complete 
refusal to compromise. In spite of that, aware that a siege of Aleppo would be 
long and the outcome uncertain, and that his troops were tired, he decided on 
July 29 to sign a peace agreement, by the terms of which he gave up the guard- 
ianship of al-Salih, whose power in northern Syria was confirmed. Buza‘a and 
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Manbij remained in Saladin’s hands, but he agreed to hand over ‘Azaz to al- 
Salih’s sister, who was still only a little girl. The Banū l-Dāya and Emir Jūrdīk 
were finally released, and whereas Jūrdīk decided to remain in al-Salih’s ser- 
vice, the Bant l-Dāya went to Cairo, where they were very well received.” 

As soon as that matter was concluded, in early August Saladin headed for 
the fortress of Masyaf, the Assassins’ seat of power, wishing to stamp out that 
sect, which had twice tried to eliminate him. But very quickly, for reasons that 
remain unclear, the siege was lifted and Saladin returned to Damascus on Au- 
gust 25, 1176, where he allowed himself a few days of rest. On September 6, he 
married ‘Ismat al-Din, Nur al-Din’s widow and the daughter of the former 
Burid emir of Damascus. ‘Ismat al-Din, it should be noted, was not the mother 
of al-Salih, Nir al-Din’s son and successor.” That marriage not only reinforced 
Saladin’s claims to Nir al-Din’s legacy but also assured him of the support of 
his wife’s family, which had joined the Zangid camp in 1154. Saladin consoli- 
dated the unity of that family by giving his own sister Rabi‘a Khātūn in mar- 
riage to his new brother-in-law Sa‘d al-Din Mas‘ūd ibn Unur, thereby following 
a policy of matrimonial alliances commonly applied in his time.” 

A few days later, having designated his brother Turanshah lieutenant in 
Syria, and having sent an ambassador to Mosul to ratify the treaty signed with 
the Aleppines, Saladin decided to return to Egypt to organize his government 
and allow his troops some time to rest. He made his entry into Cairo on Octo- 
ber 2, 1176.7 Within two years, he had succeeded in conquering a great part of 
Syria and in having his power recognized by the caliph and by his adversaries, 
though the northern part of the country, in the hands of Nir al-Din’s son, was 
still beyond his grasp. He seems to have accepted that situation, since in the 
five years that followed he made no further attacks against Aleppo. It was Sayf 
al-Din’s death in Mosul in 1180, then al-Salih’s in Aleppo in 1181, that reawak- 
ened Saladin’s aspiration to claim all these regions and allowed him to com- 


plete his work of unifying the Muslim territories. 


Unifier of the Muslims 


Saladin spent the next three years first in Egypt, where he remained until au- 
tumn 1177, and then in Syria-Palestine, where he launched several raids against 
the Franks. But he had not given up—far from it—imposing his authority in 
the region of the Euphrates. In 1179 he sent his nephew to repel a raid by the 


L 76 i 


USURPER OR LEGITIMATE SULTAN? 





Seljuk sultan of Anatolia on a stronghold in the Upper Euphrates Valley,” and 
the next year, having concluded a truce with Jerusalem and Tripoli, he set off 
for Upper Mesopotamia. His first action was to settle a matrimonial dispute 
between the Seljuk sultan of Anatolia and the Artukid emir of Hisn Kayfa, a 
strategic site in the Upper Tigris Valley.” The role of arbitrator that he was 
asked to take on did not displease him, since it only increased his influence 
over the region. In addition, the circumstances played out in his favor. He had 
barely reached the Upper Euphrates Valley when he learned of the death of Sayf 
al-Din of Mosul. Sayf al-Din’s brother ‘Izz al-Din immediately asked Saladin to 
recognize him as the heir. An agreement was concluded, and though Saladin 
did not manage to take over the Mesopotamian territories recaptured by the 
Zangids upon Nur al-Din’s death, he did manage to curb the Seljuk’s ambi- 
tions, to make the Artukid beholden to him, and to impose himself as a politi- 
cal authority among the Zangids.”° 

Saladin spent the following year in Cairo, and it was there that he learned of 
al-Salih’s death, which had occurred on December 4, 1181, in Aleppo, after an 
illness lasting seventeen days.” Before dying, the young prince had asked that 
his possessions be handed over to his cousin “Izz al-Din, the only person, accord- 
ing to him, able to resist Saladin. As soon as he learned of the illness of Nur al- 
Din’s son, Saladin readied himself to intervene in Syria. He justified his actions 
by saying that he had made no attempt against al-Salih “out of respect for his 
father,” but that Aleppo was certainly part of the Syrian territories for which the 
caliph had given him the investiture. In reality, the caliph’s diploma had recog- 
nized Saladin’s authority over Syria with the exception of the territories con- 
trolled by al-Salih, a clause that Saladin had respected until then but that he now 
judged null and void because of the young heir’s death.”* 

The measures he had taken to make sure that he would be alerted of al- 
Salih’s death as quickly as possible leave no remaining doubt about his impa- 
tience: in Aleppo, Hama, and Homs, carrier pigeons were waiting at the ready, 
and in Busra, messengers on dromedaries were positioned to make a run for 
Egypt. Saladin’s plan was to send troops to the Euphrates to cut off Aleppo 
from any reinforcements arriving from the east. Nevertheless, a confrontation 
with Reginald of Chatillon in Transjordan thwarted that brilliant plan, and 
Saladin could not keep ‘Izz al-Din of Mosul from arriving in Aleppo on Decem- 
ber 29, 1181, where he quickly married al-Salih’s mother, to strengthen his right 


to the legacy. He was not reckoning on his brother ‘Imad al-Din, lord of Sinjar, 
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who, having married Nir al-Din’s daughter, was laying claim to the same leg- 
acy. Since ‘Imad al-Din threatened to deliver his city to Saladin if Aleppo were 
not handed over to him, his brother yielded, giving up Aleppo in exchange for 
Sinjar on February 27, 1182.” Note the role played by the women in that series 
of matrimonial alliances. Muslim society, without going so far as to recognize 
a daughter’s right to inherit the throne—as in the Latin states at that time—did 
grant a certain importance to familial or dynastic inheritance, which women 
transmitted to their spouses and children. That inheritance, more symbolic 
than real, was also transmitted by the widows of deceased sovereigns: hence the 
eagerness of princes in quest of legitimacy to marry them. 

Saladin set off again for Syria in May 1182. After a few raids launched against 
the Franks, he headed for Aleppo, arriving on September 19, 1182. There he at- 
tempted in vain to negotiate for the city with the new Zangid lord. The sup- 
port he received from the emir of Harran encouraged him to go to Upper 
Mesopotamia, to isolate Aleppo from Mosul. He first passed through al-Bira, 
on the Euphrates northeast of Aleppo, where the Artukid emir, threatened 
some time earlier by his cousin from Mardin, was requesting his aid. Saladin 
received the keys to the city before going to take Edessa, Sarūj, and Rakka.*° 
He then seized the Khabur Valley and went back up to Nisibin, which he took 
without any real resistance. The Artukid Nur al-Din Muhammad of Hisn 
Kayfa also joined him, in exchange for the promise that he would receive 
Amida once it was conquered. 

In early November 1182, Saladin set out for Mosul, the largest city of Upper 
Mesopotamia. Nevertheless, believing it was too well defended, he did not lin- 
ger long and went to seize Sinjar (late December-early January 1183). Then he 
headed for Harran, where he arrived in late February 1183. 

Faced with the unified forces of his Zangid enemies, reinforced by troops 
from the lord of Akhlat, a major city in Armenia, and by those of the Artukid 
emir of Mardin, Saladin led a new offensive to the east, which forced his adver- 
saries to retreat and allowed him to bring Mardin to heel. But Saladin’s most 
spectacular conquest of that campaign was Amida, about eighty kilometers 
north of Mardin. With the caliph’s agreement, Saladin seized it on April 16. 
There as elsewhere, he displayed great leniency, allowing its governor to leave 
with his family and belongings. The city and its many treasures were pre- 
served. Notably, the library, which according to Ibn Abi Tayyi’ contained more 


than a million books—an estimate that is surely exaggerated but indicative of 
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its richness—was entrusted to Qadi al-Fadil. As had been agreed upon, Amida 
was handed over to the emir of Hisn Kayfa, who swore his allegiance to Sala- 
din, promised his military aid for the jihad, and committed himself to repairing 
the damage caused to the city and to eliminating the illegal taxes, as had been 
done in all the other cities conquered.’ Some criticized Saladin for that generos- 
ity, but he justified it in the name of his political interests: “When the sultan had 
received Amida, he offered it, with everything it contained, to Nir al-Din Mu- 
hammad Ibn Qara Arslan. To ratify his possession of Amida and its region, he 
drew up a diploma for him, thereby respecting his pledge. The sultan was then 
told: “You promised him Amida but not all the goods and treasures it contains. 
These amount to three million dinars!’ He replied: ‘I will not be miserly toward 
him on that account, since he is now one of our companions and friends.’ ”” 

After that impressive series of victories, Saladin crossed back over the Eu- 
phrates, still with the same objective: to surround Aleppo with a network of 
fortresses and to isolate it from Mosul by seizing all the major cities between 
them. Having easily assured himself control of the fortresses north of Aleppo, 
he finally set up camp outside the city’s walls on May 21, 1183. 

A few days later, while the Aleppines were tenaciously defending them- 
selves, negotiations opened with ‘Imad al-Din—cornered and short on money— 
through the intermediary of the governor of the citadel. As the residents of 
Aleppo were stunned to discover when Saladin’s troops entered the city, an ac- 
cord was secretly signed on June 11. ‘Imad al-Din was jeered as he left the citadel, 
but he received from Saladin some of the recent conquests in Upper Mesopota- 
mia: Sinjar, the Khabur Valley, Nisibin, Rakka, and Sarūj. “We have exchanged 
a silver currency (dirhams) for a gold currency (dinars),” it was said in the entou- 
rage of Saladin, who had just realized the dream he had been nurturing for 
nearly ten years. Rakka was delivered to the former governor of the citadel by 
‘Imad al-Din, who pledged to respond in person to Saladin’s appeal in the event 
of a military expedition. Saladin displayed his customary generosity, showering 
‘Imad al-Din with gifts of all sorts (precious fabrics, clothing, horses, camels), 
before allowing him to leave.” 

It is clear that, at the time, Saladin viewed his conquests in Upper Mesopota- 
mia as currency to be used in exchange for the taking of Aleppo and as a means 
to obtain the military aid he needed. That, in any case, is what was proclaimed 
everywhere on his orders: “Those who submit will keep possession of their ter- 


ritory, on the condition that they join the sultan’s army and follow him, to aid 
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him in his war against the infidels.”** After the taking of Aleppo, Saladin would 
also seize Harim, whose governor was accused by his own troops of having 
called in the Franks to rescue them. On a day when the governor had left the 
citadel, the garrison of Harim therefore delivered it to Saladin. 

In less than a year, then, Saladin had seized a large part of Upper Mesopota- 
mia and all ofnorthern Syria, without encountering any resistance. The reasons 
for that success were related, first and foremost, to favorable historical circum- 
stances, with the almost simultaneous deaths of the two Zangid princes, Sayf 
al-Din of Mosul and al-Salih of Aleppo. But Saladin also succeeded by applying a 
clever strategy, consisting, on one hand, of separating Aleppo from Mosul, and, 
on the other, of winning over a large number of emirs through his conciliatory 
attitude toward them. In addition, the incontestable political stature he had ac- 
quired since his last pass through the region in 1176, and the credit he had en- 
joyed until then from the caliph, designated him, among all the princes and 
governors of the region, as the only one capable of restoring the cohesion of the 
territories once controlled by Nir al-Din. The taking of Aleppo was in fact 
strongly resented by the Franks, who were not fooled: “From the beginning, it 
was clear to the Christians that if Saladin managed to annex Aleppo to his do- 
mains, our country would be surrounded by his forces and his might, as in a 
state of siege,” wrote William of Tyre. 

Nevertheless, the control exerted by Saladin over the territories east of the 
Euphrates remained fragile, as the events that followed would show. Having 
handed Aleppo over to his young son al-Zahir, eleven years old at the time, and 
having entrusted the regency to one of his emirs, Saladin returned to Damascus 
in early 1184. An embassy from the emirs of Jazirat Ibn ‘Umar and Irbil—cities 
located, respectively, to the north and east of Mosul—came to ask for his sup- 
port against the Zangid prince of Mosul, who, for his part, sent Saladin a mes- 
senger as well. Saladin was probably not unhappy with the role of arbitrator he 
was again being asked to play. He promised his support to the emirs, even while 
treating the envoys from Mosul with consideration. His secretary ‘Imad al-Din 
suggested that Saladin make a proposal to the Mosul delegation: the delegation 
would allow the two emirs to choose freely whose authority they wished to be 
under. But the emirs persisted in claiming full and complete authority over the 
two cities. The ambassadors ultimately left Damascus on March 22, 1184, with- 
out finding a solution, and the city of Mosul then turned eastward, asking for 
the help of Pahlawan Muhammad, a powerful atabeg and the true lord of the 
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eastern Seljuk empire, and his brother Qizil Arslān. This brother sent a contin- 
gent of three thousand undisciplined cavalrymen, who pillaged everything in 
their path and whom the emir of Irbil had no trouble eliminating.” Saladin un- 
derstood the advantage he could draw from these divisions and from the weak- 
ness of Mosul. Having led a raid against the Franks of Kerak (summer 1184) and 
thereby shown his desire not to abandon the jihad, he prepared for a new expe- 
dition to the east and asked his brother al-‘Adil, to whom he had just given the 
governorship of Aleppo, to join him with his troops. 

Saladin crossed the Euphrates in April 1185, heading for Mosul. It was at that 
moment no doubt that ‘Izz al-Din sent him an embassy, headed by Nur al-Din’s 
daughter, to assuage him, but without great effect. Saladin was already beginning 
to distribute the territories of Mosul to his emirs when he learned on July 21 of the 
death of the lord of Akhlat, a city on the west bank of Lake Van. The notables of 
that city, apparently tempted to play up the rivalry between Saladin and Pahlawan 
in order to keep their autonomy, requested Saladin’s protection.” He decided it 
was more urgent to intervene in the north than to besiege Mosul. He therefore 
sent troops to Lake Van, writing at the same time to the caliph to ask him for the 
investiture over these new territories. He himself went to Mayyafariqin, where in 
late August he concluded an agreement with the widow of the Artukid emir 
Qutb al-Din (he had died in autumn 1184), and with the emir responsible for 
defending the city. But that detour through Mayyafariqin gave Pahlawan time 
to reach Akhlat, which dissuaded Saladin from intervening and impelled him to 
return to Mosul, where he arrived in November 1185. Although Saladin ap- 
peared to be in a position of strength, the nine-month campaigns had worn 
down his army, and he himself fell ill during the month of December. He there- 
fore resolved to accept the offer to negotiate from the lord of Mosul. Having 
been assured that coins would be minted and the khutba pronounced in his 
name, in late December he left the region for Harran. 

That long expedition on Saladin’s part shows the complexity of the situa- 
tion in Upper Mesopotamia, where each party was trying to play on the divi- 
sions of his adversaries in order to remain in power. The submission of the 
Artukid and Zangid emirs to Saladin was never definitively achieved. They 
often used that relationship as a weapon against an adversary. It could also be 
abandoned from one day to the next if the threat disappeared or if, upon an 
emir’s death, his successor decided to adopt a less docile attitude. These events 


attest as well to the considerable energy expended by Saladin to control Upper 
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Mesopotamia. Of course, as he himself said, domination of that region would 
allow him to obtain reinforcements for his jihad against the Franks. But to 
achieve that, was it necessary to extend his power into such distant places? 
There is reason to doubt it and to believe that Saladin, heady from his many 
successes, allowed himself to be dragged much further into that quest for 
power than he had initially intended. 

In Harran, his illness worsened to such a degree that rumors of his death 
were already beginning to circulate, and doctors from Syria were urgently sent 
for. In his letters, al-Fadil, who had remained in Damascus, asked that Saladin 
be transported as quickly as possible to Aleppo, so that he could receive better 
care than he would in a tent. Al-Fadil also stressed the danger of leaving Sala- 
din in Harran after his troops had dispersed, particularly given the Turkoman 
threat.” The news reaching al-Fadil about Saladin was mixed. In February 
1186, a letter from ‘Imad al-Din announced that Saladin’s health had improved, 
but it was soon followed by another informing him of the sultan’s relapse. 
While al-Fadil was fretting in Damascus, kept there by his government re- 
sponsibilities and by an increase in Turkoman attacks that made the roads very 
dangerous, al-‘Adil arrived at his brother's bedside from Aleppo. One of Sala- 
din’s elder sons, al-‘Aziz, thirteen years old at the time, was already there and 
was soon joined by his half-brothers Taranshah and Malikshah, four and three 
years old, respectively, accompanied by their mother, the favorite of the mo- 
ment no doubt. Saladin’s state of health seemed so desperate that he decided to 
divide his territories between his sons and named al-‘Adil as regent. 

The sultan gradually recovered, however, and on March 4 was even able to 
receive an embassy from Mosul that had come to negotiate a peace treaty.” Both 
parties had an interest in putting a definitive end to the hostilities: the Zangids 
had not obtained the support they were hoping for from the caliph, and Saladin, 
very weakened, was no longer in a position to mount a siege on Mosul. The 
terms of that accord were reported in several letters sent by Saladin’s entourage 
to members of his family: ‘Izz al-Din confirmed his pledge to acknowledge Sala- 
din’s suzerainty in the khutba and on the coinage and promised, if necessary, to 
send him troops, whom he would personally command. Each recognized the 
other's sovereignty over different territories; then, following his habit, Saladin 
made numerous gifts to the family of the prince of Mosul. 

Saladin returned to Damascus in April 1186. The accord he had just con- 
cluded with the Zangids, the death of Pahlawan in March 1186, and the difficulties 
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in succession faced by the Seljuks left him untroubled about the eastern front. 
That was his last campaign east of the Euphrates: he would now devote all his 
efforts to jihad. Since taking power in 1174, he had spent twice as much time 
fighting the Muslims as he had battling the Franks. He justified his policy many 
times, saying that a victorious jihad was not possible without the unification of 
the Muslim world, which he was the only one capable of leading. His true moti- 
vations were undoubtedly more complex, but it behooves us to note the coher- 
ence of his arguments. And though that war cost him dear—the resources of 
Egypt were no longer sufficient—the events that followed would show his real 
need for the armies from the east in order to fight effectively against the Franks. 


Ruler of Yemen and Conqueror of North Africa 


The political, economic, and religious motives that impelled Saladin to con- 
quer Yemen in 1174 were diverse: the desire to control the commercial route 
and wealth of Aden; the personal ambitions of Taranshah; the need to secure a 
base to retreat to in the event of problems with Nar al-Din; the desire to elimi- 
nate the last Ismaili hotbeds of the region and to impose the Sunni khutba. Ye- 
men, however, continued to be an unstable and poorly controlled region under 
Saladin’s reign, particularly when a governor who had become powerful 
sought to emancipate himself from the central power. 

Once the conquest was achieved, Saladin expected revenues from Yemen, 
but they never lived up to his hopes. When Tiranshah left Yemen in 1176 to 
join his brother in Syria, he was accompanied by Majd al-Din Ibn Mungidh, 
who had served as governor of Zabid. Some years later, Majd al-Din was ac- 
cused of misappropriating the city’s revenues. Arrested in Cairo in 1181, he was 
released in exchange for a payment of more than eighty thousand dinars, an 
indication of the size of revenues expected for that single region. 

Upon leaving the country, Taranshah had appointed governors, but their 
financial contributions remained very modest. Saladin once complained to his 
brother al-‘Adil that he had conquered Yemen at great expense without receiv- 
ing anything in return. In a letter to the governor of Aden, al-Fadil as well 
asked for an accounting. But the subsidies had trouble arriving, especially since 
the new governor of Zabid, Hittan Ibn Mungidh, brother of Majd al-Din, had 
entered into conflict with Emir ‘Uthman al-Zinjari. The emir, who was or- 


dered by Saladin to arrest Hittan, proved to be a bloodthirsty tyrant, and his 
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troops were defeated as he was attempting to seize Zabid. Hittan offered to 
bow to Saladin and promised to send ten thousand dinars and supplies for the 
Egyptian army.“ But Saladin preferred to send a former governor of Cairo, 
commanding five hundred men, to Zabid to restore order to its military and fi- 
nancial affairs. In April 1183, Saladin, who was then outside Amida, wrote the 
governor to ask for money: “Yemen is a treasury, and we have no trustier guard- 
ian of it than you.’ But a few weeks later, the governor died and was replaced by 
Saladin’s own brother Tughtegin. In Zabid, Tughtegin got hold of possessions 
whose value, it is said, was more than a million dinars.*? Hittan and al-Zinjari 
tried to flee with all their belongings, but they were caught and their wealth con- 
fiscated. Hittan’s riches were also estimated at a million dinars. These two totals, 
even if exaggerated, attest to the commercial prosperity of that region and of the 
revenues that could be expected from it, despite a political and military situation 
that was tumultuous at the very least.** 

Tughtegin succeeded in becoming a powerful monarch in Yemen while 
still remaining loyal to Saladin, as indicated by the coins he had minted in the 
name of his brother and Caliph al-Nasir.” He survived Saladin by several years, 
and upon his death in 1197, his son al-Mu‘izz Isma‘il succeeded him. That son 
was driven by boundless ambition and even went so far as to lay claim to the 
caliphate and to adopt the reign name “al-Hadi” (the Guide),*® claiming that 
the Ayyubids were descended from the Umayyads.*’ Nevertheless, his plan was 
rapidly aborted and he was assassinated in the spring of 1202. The Ayyubid ex- 
pansion into Yemen and, more broadly, into the Arabian Peninsula did not give 
Saladin the means—men and money—he had hoped for, though economic re- 
lations between the two banks of the Red Sea continued to develop, to the 
greater benefit of a few localities in Upper Egypt.** That victorious policy in 
Yemen made it possible for Saladin’s propaganda to burnish his image as a con- 
quering sultan, protector of holy sites, fighter of Shiism, and servant of the Ab- 
basid caliphate. His expansion into Cyrenaica and Tripolitana would also con- 
tribute toward reinforcing that image. 

In the twelfth century, the region between Alexandria and Tripoli, called 
the Barka region by medieval authors, was a buffer zone between Egypt and 
the empire of the Almohads, controlled by the Arab and Berber tribes who 
lived on its soil.*’ Its conquest by Saladin was part of a policy of general expan- 
sion, the first in a series of expeditions, which would be followed the next year 


by one to Nubia and some time later by one to Yemen. Saladin made the decision 
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to send troops west of Egypt in the spring of 1172, and the undertaking was 
entrusted to his nephew Taqi al-Din, who himself assigned one of his Arme- 
nian mamluks, Qarāqūsh al-Armani, to lead the expedition. Like Yemen, 
North Africa may have represented a potential refuge for the Ayyubid family 
within the context of the time, namely, the tensions between Nir al-Din and 
Saladin. That function as a territory of refuge reemerged somewhat later, in 
1186, when Qarāqūsh proposed that Taqi al-Din, recently dismissed from his 
post as governor of Egypt, should come take possession of the Barka region. 
In addition, though Qaraqiish did not himself take the initiative for the con- 
quest and seems to have remained loyal to the Ayyubid family until 1190, his 
personal ambitions no doubt played an important role, since he quickly ac- 
quired great autonomy in that region. 

Some sources also mention economic motives. Saladin was at the time in 
quest of money to reconstitute the Egyptian army, to fortify the cities, to build 
madrasas, and to make up for his elimination of illegal taxes in Egypt. It was 
pointed out to him that the Barka region could provide him with the wealth he 
needed and that, moreover, it would be easy to conquer. Recent research has 
shown that North Africa had not been as devastated as previously thought by 
the invasion of the Arab tribes—the Bana Hilal—in the mid-eleventh cen- 
tury.’ Although cities such as Kairouan, whose decline had begun even before 
the arrival of the Hilalians, took a long time to rise from their ruins, other re- 
gions such as Tripolitana were much less affected. In the mid-twelfth century, 
in any case, the geographer al-Idrisi attested to the prosperity of Tripoli, men- 
tioning its very popular markets and its territory rich in cereals. The city of 
Awjila, south of Barka, was very commercial, and the oases of Waddan and 
Zuwayla were surrounded by date palms and cultivated fields. Zuwayla was an 
important commercial crossroads, where copper and iron from the north en- 
countered gold and precious stones from Sudan, while on the coast west of 
Tripoli, many Western merchants came to trade their goods in Gabès.” What 
emerges from the descriptions that have come down to us, therefore, is the im- 
age of a region with fertile oases and prosperous markets, traversed by roads 
linking the Mediterranean to the heart of Africa, and it is easy to understand 
why Saladin allowed himself to be tempted. Qaragiish’s campaign against the 
tribes was justified by the need to establish security on the roads, which was 
imperiled by the many robberies, and to collect the tithe (zakat) on the tribal 
herds.” 
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Qarāqūsh conducted a first reconnaissance expedition in 1173, during which 
he reached Tripoli and even made an incursion into the territory of Tunis before 
returning to Egypt. He left again two years later, this time seizing Awjila and 
al-Azrāqiya. He left a lieutenant in the region before returning to Cairo with his 
companions, who, it is said, were homesick. In the letter he wrote to the caliph 
in 1175, Saladin claimed to control not only the city of Barka but also the Tuni- 
sian cities of Gafsa and Tozeur, taken from the Almohads, where according to 
him the khutba was already being said in the name of the Abbasid caliph.” 

The new expedition that Qarāqūsh organized in 1176 began inauspiciously, 
since he was arrested in Fayyūm even before he set out, for reasons that remain 
unclear, and was imprisoned in Cairo on the order of al-Adil, governor of Egypt 
at the time. But in 1179 Qaraqiish returned to Awjila without difficulty and used 
it as a base to conduct new conquests to the west. With the aid of another of Taqi 
al-Din’s emirs, who had arrived in the region some time before with the hope of 
also making conquests there, he seized Ghadamés, took Tripoli, and then, in the 
early 1180s, extended his domination to the southern part of present-day Tuni- 
sia, making Gabès his capital." In 1185 the arrival of the Bana Ghaniya, a family 
of Berbers related to the Almoravids, whose power they attempted to restore, 
only strengthened Qaraqiish’s hold over the region. The Bani Ghaniya solicited 
the aid of the Abbasid caliph of Baghdad in exchange for recognition of his au- 
thority, and the caliph asked Saladin to provide them with the support they 
needed to impose Abbasid suzerainty in North Africa. The combination of their 
forces with those of Qaraqiish led in 1185-1186 to the domination of the greater 
part of the region, with only Tunis and Mahdiyya still resisting. 

Saladin did not draw any direct advantage from these conquests. The trib- 
utes paid by the many places conquered and the wealth seized never reached 
his coffers. They were spent on site or seized by Taqi al-Din’s successive emirs 
in the region.” The profits to be drawn from these conquests must have been 
large, since in 1179 serious dissensions arose among the emirs, and each at- 
tempted to rally the others’ troops to expand his territory. The Arab tribes of 
the region, themselves divided, lent their aid sometimes to one, sometimes to 
another. From that fratricidal struggle, which lasted several years and weak- 
ened the troops Saladin had sent into North Africa, no emir really came out the 
winner, since the Almohad reaction was not long in coming. In 1187 the Almo- 
had sovereign Abū Yusuf Ya‘qiib al-Mansir himself took over operations, rees- 
tablishing control over Gabés and Gafsa in early 1188. 
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Was Saladin still interested in conquering North Africa, as he had boasted 
in his letter to the caliph of 1175? By 1189 the context had changed a great deal, 
and his priorities lay elsewhere: Syria-Palestine in particular, where, to con- 
front the threat of the Third Crusade, he called on the aid of the Almohad 
sovereign. Qaraqush, defeated by the Almohads and deprived of Egyptian sup- 
port, no longer had any choice but to abandon the alliance with the Bani 
Ghaniya and submit to the Almohad, which he did in Tunis. In the letter Sala- 
din sent to Abii Yusuf Ya‘qib al-Mansur in 1190, Qarāqūsh and his companions 
were strongly disavowed for their looting and violence: “If the ambassador is 
questioned about the mamluks Yūzābā and Qaraqiish, and if he is reminded of 
what they did within the borders of the Maghreb accompanied by that rabble, 
whom the combat forces had not wanted, let him explain that these mamluks 
and their companions were neither mamluks of importance nor emirs nor rank- 
ing members of the prince’s guards (tawashiya) nor his officers. Both of them, 
having failed at their careers, persuaded good-for-nothings like themselves to 
follow them. Straggling behind great armies are always large mobs, loose ele- 
ments that constantly drift away as others come in, without anyone realizing 
whether their numbers are increasing or diminishing.”** 

But ought we to impute cynicism to Saladin, who supposedly sacrificed a 
loyal lieutenant to obtain the armed support of the Almohads? We will likely 
never know his real motivations. He had every interest, of course, in condemn- 
ing the looting by the Turkish armies in order to obtain the aid he required; but 
it is also clear that, once in North Africa, the emirs acting in his name did as 
they liked, driven only by their own self-interest, with methods that were not 
his own and with results from which he drew no benefit. Saladin was aware of 
this in 1186 when, learning that Taqi al-Din was preparing a new expedition 
into North Africa, he exclaimed: “Although the conquest of the Maghreb is 
important, that of Jerusalem is even more important. . . . If Taqi al-Din takes 
our veterans with him, I shall have to spend my life assembling men anew, 
whereas if we conquer Jerusalem and the coast first, we will then be able to at- 
tack those provinces.’”” 

Qarāqūsh and the other mamluks were therefore abandoned to their fate, 
and North Africa definitively slipped from Saladin’s grasp. 


ote 


The Caliph’s Backing 


Once Nir al-Din was dead, Saladin strove by every means to 
obtain the recognition of the Abbasid caliph of Baghdad. The caliph’s backing 
was indispensable to Saladin because, though he held power de facto, he still 
lacked “authority” (auctoritas in medieval Latin texts), that is, the right to lead 
and command, which only the caliph, the representative of divine authority on 
earth, could confer on him. Throughout his reign, Saladin regularly wrote the 
caliph to inform him of his actions, his needs, and his victories. In all his letters 
he attempted to justify himself and to prove that he was the only one capable 
of fulfilling the caliph’s expectations. Whether he was sincere is a secondary 
question. In any event, he had little choice: he needed to be invested by the ca- 
liph to be recognized as Nur al-Din’s legitimate successor, to silence his detrac- 
tors, and to unify the Muslim Middle East under his authority. The important 
matter is to determine on what arguments he based his claims and by what 
paths he achieved his objectives. 

Over the course of his reign, Saladin had dealings with two caliphs with 
very different personalities. Whereas al-Mustadi’ (r. 1170-1180) played only an 
insignificant role in Iraq, al-Nasir li-Din Allah (r. 1180-1225) would restore a 


power and luster to the caliphate of Baghdad that it had long lost. Even the 
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political landscape of the Middle East evolved a great deal from one reign to 
the next. Until about 1180, Saladin, busy imposing his authority in Egypt and 
Syria, did not have the means to intervene directly in Iraq, and the caliph had 
no reason to feel threatened. The expedition of 1182, during which Saladin an- 
nexed most of the cities of Upper Mesopotamia, obviously changed the rules 
of the game. Under such conditions, there is nothing surprising in the fact 
that the two caliphs’ attitudes toward him were very different. Al-Mustadi’ 
tended to be accommodating toward Saladin, but al-Nāsir li-Din Allah often 
displayed mistrust of him and never provided him with the support he was 
expecting. 


The Foundations of Legitimacy 


In 1175, the very first arguments Saladin advanced before the caliph to justify 
his right to succeed Nar al-Din were religious: his defense of Sunni orthodoxy, 
his struggle against Shiism, and his actions on behalf of the Abbasid caliphate 
of Baghdad. He began by recalling that it was he who had put an end to the Is- 
maili dynasty of Egypt and who had “returned to Islam its fugitive children,” 
even though others had sought to attribute the merit to themselves: 


We lit the fire with our hands, and others benefited from the brightness. 

We made water flow through our hands, and others drank of it. 

We exposed our chests to the arrows, and others appropriated the image of it. 
We faced the sabers, and others aspired to the highest honors. 

There is no doubt that we are claiming our due in the name of justice, which 


restores what has been taken by force.’ 


Was Saladin thinking of Nir al-Din and his posterity in writing those lines? 
In any event, he appealed to the caliph’s sense of justice, demanding fair com- 
pensation for his efforts, since he had needed many men and a great deal of 
money and energy to defeat the enemies of Islam, a coalition of heretics, infi- 
dels, dhimmis (non-Muslims living in Islamic territories) with no respect for 
Muslim law, and African slaves. Saladin thus presented the conquest of Egypt 
as an undertaking that had allowed the reestablishment of righteous religious 
law. That religion had been threatened by the Franks in even the most holy 
sites, Mecca and Medina, but Saladin had known how to protect it by retaking 
Ayla and barring the Franks access to the Red Sea. Similarly, the conquest of 
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Yemen was a war against “the lost sheep, the heretic, the rebellious innovator 
who has left his marks there and has taken his revenge on Islam . . . he who 
professed innovation, called the people to his father’s tomb, to which he gave 
the name Kaaba, who extorted and squandered the subjects’ secured goods, 
and made intimacy with forbidden bodies licit.” Saladin underscored that de- 
sire to work on behalf of orthodoxy even in his efforts to conquer Syria, where, 
he said, “we have corrected false beliefs, irregularities in business matters, cor- 
rupt opinions, the jealousy of emirs, the encroachments of the ambitious, and 
misguided thinking.” As for the recent expeditions into North Africa, they had 
no other aim, according to him, than to curb the Almohad expansion and im- 
pose the khutba in the name of the Abbasid caliph: 


The rumor had spread that the Bant ‘Abd al-Mu’min [Almohads] 
were all-powerful, their kingdom prosperous, their army always 
victorious, and their authority completely beyond reach. Thanks be 
to God, we have taken possession of the territories bordering our 
respective states and extending over a distance of more than a 
month on foot. We have sent one army after another there and have 
achieved victory after victory. . . . In all these regions, the khutba is 
said in the name of our master Imam al-Mustadi’ bi-Amr Allah, 
emir of believers—may God’s peace be upon him—a situation that 
Islam had never known, and it is under his insignia and his victori- 


ous flag that judgments are made there. 


All past and future victories were presented as conquests granted by God 
to the Abbasid dynasty, through the intermediary of Saladin’s armies. But in 
most of his other letters to the caliph, Saladin also stressed the need for Muslim 
unification, indispensable for the jihad against the infidels, which, he claimed, 
he was the only one capable of leading. At a time when he still dominated only 
part of Syria, he emphasized that it would be impossible to send for Egyptian 
troops to fight the Franks in Syria-Palestine without at the same time depriv- 
ing Egypt of defenses and placing it in danger. He also used that argument to 
demonstrate that only Syrian unity would allow for the enemy’s defeat.” Be- 
tween 1180 and 1186, all his undertakings in al-Jazira were thus justified by the 
need to strengthen his army in order to fight the Franks. On the ground, mean- 


while, he was making the governors of the conquered cities promise to send 
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him troops in the service of jihad. From the caliph he constantly demanded 
recognition of his power over the region, and though he was pleased to have 
obtained it for Amida, he regretted not having also received “the key to 
Mosul.” Any argument would do to achieve his ends, including the most unre- 
alistic, such as a pledge to the caliph to fight not only for the conquest of Jeru- 
salem but also for that of Constantinople, the Christian kingdom of Georgia, 
and the Almohad territories in North Africa: 


Your servant hopes that Mosul will be the access route to Jerusalem 
and its coast, to Constantinople, the seat of infidelity—despite the 
distance that separates us from it—and to the land of the Georgians, 
since, if they all had [true] Islam as their neighbor, their territories 
would become accessible; and likewise for the lands of the descen- 
dants of ‘Abd al-Mu'min [Almohads], since a sword bringing water 
would allow us to put out the fire consuming them. Then the lofty 
word of God would rise up, Abbasid authority would fill the world, 
churches would once more become mosques, servile altars would 
once more become places of devotion, the raised crosses would be 
nothing but wood in blazing fires, and the whinnying rattles [naqiis] 


would henceforth be mute in the sanctuaries.’ 


It would be futile, however, to seek behind that bombastic rhetoric any real 
ambition to extend the empire from the Caspian Sea to the Atlantic, or any de- 
sire to obliterate all trace of Christianity. Saladin’s actions on the ground, his 
clearly displayed priorities—to reunify the Muslim Middle East and drive out 
the Franks—and the measures he took to allow non-Muslims from his territo- 
ries to live in peace are proof of that. In fact, the words of his secretary al-Fadil 
must be read simply as the expression of a desire to obtain the caliph’s backing 
whatever the cost, by placing the emphasis on Saladin’s desire to unify the Mus- 
lim world in order to better fight the Christian states and defend the Abbasid 
caliphate. The idea of Muslim unification as a condition for the success of the 
jihad was in itself realistic and surely did not lie within the sphere of mere pro- 
paganda. Regardless, it allowed Saladin to justify his expeditions into Iraq with 
exclusively religious arguments, which can be summed up by this sentence: “To 
conduct jihad on the path of God, to eliminate the wrongs done to the devotion 
to God, and to obey the caliph of God.” 
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The portrait Saladin drew of his adversaries allowed him to point out his 
own positive qualities by way of contrast. When he proclaimed himself a jihad 
warrior, defender of the righteous religion and of the caliph of Baghdad, he was 
accusing the Zangids of supporting the heretics, compromising with the infi- 
dels and the enemies of the Abbasids. Al-Salih, Nur al-Din’s heir, was the only 
one to be spared by Saladin, who still wanted to present himself as a faithful 
servant of his master. It was therefore al-Salih’s youth and inexperience that 
were emphasized, traits that left him vulnerable to the risk of becoming only a 
plaything in the hands of unscrupulous emirs. Everywhere in Syria discord and 
anarchy reigned and the Franks threatened. In addition, Nir al-Din’s grand 
emirs had been thrust aside in favor of incompetent mamluks: “In a word, Syr- 
ia’s order cannot be restored with its present government, and Jerusalem has no 
leader capable of governing and protecting it.” That leader was Saladin himself, 
of course, whose military successes against the Fatimids and against the Franks 
had earned him the fear and respect of all, including the “lord of Constantino- 
ple, the greatest tyrant and most faithless of the Goliaths, ruler of an empire 
that has lasted for centuries, leader of a Christendom that recognizes his power 
and has bowed down to him.” 

Between the time he took power and the early 1180s, Saladin’s criticisms 
against the Zangids of Mosul became increasingly pointed. In 1182, in the letter 
he sent to the caliph while in the region of the Euphrates, Saladin accused the 
Zangids of having concluded an eleven-year truce with the Franks, and of hav- 
ing promised an annual tribute of ten thousand dinars, the surrender of several 
strongholds along the border of the kingdom of Jerusalem, and the release of all 
Frankish prisoners, all so that they could attack Saladin on several fronts and 
prevent him from seizing Mosul. Was not the best proof of their perfidy the fact 
that their emirs and subjects were soliciting his protection against these greedy 
governors with no respect for religious law, who were, moreover, traitors to the 
caliphal cause? For these men, he claimed, “kingship is an inheritance they 
claim to hold from their ancestors and not from the investiture given by the ca- 
liph.” In addition, they were corresponding with the enemies of the Abbasid 
court. Elsewhere, Saladin very clearly accused the Zangids of seeking to restore 
the Seljuk influence, which was itself being weakened by the efforts al-Nasir 
was making to burnish the caliphate’s image and authority. That accusation was 
not groundless, and the caliph could not remain impervious to it. Mosul had in 
fact asked for Pahlawan’s aid in 1184, though it had done so more to put down 
the emirs’ revolt than to oppose the caliph.’ 
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Dashed Hopes 


Initially, al-Mustadi’ responded rather favorably to Saladin’s request that the 
caliph acknowledge him as Nir al-Din’s legitimate successor. In 1175 he sent 
Saladin a diploma of investiture for the territories the sultan was already oc- 
cupying and for his future conquests, with the exception of al-Salih’s territo- 
ries. The text of that diploma has come down to us and deserves more atten- 
tion than it has been given thus far, since it is of great importance for the rest of 
Saladin’s career. It also sums up very well the conception the caliph had of Sala- 
din’s power and the qualities he recognized in him.* 

From the first lines, the titulature granted Saladin stresses the elevated rank 
at which the caliph wishes to place him: “the very illustrious al-Malik al-Nasir, 
the great lord, the learned man, the righteous man, the jihad warrior, and the 
warrior of the borders.” The title “al-Malik al-Nasir” (the victorious king) was 
already one Saladin had received from the Fatimid caliph al-Adid when he had 
acceded to the vizierate. Its confirmation by al-Mustadi’ was thus an acknow- 
ledgment of his power over Egypt. “Very illustrious” and “great lord” (al-ajall 
al-sayyid al-kabir) were titles that grand emirs and certain princes, such as Nir 
al-Din, bore in Syria in the twelfth century. Nir al-Din was also often called a 
“learned man” and a “righteous man” (al-‘@lim, al-‘Adil), with reference to his ac- 
tions on behalf of Sunni law. The epithets al-mujahid and al-murabit (“jihad war- 
rior” and “warrior of the borders”) were intended to place the emphasis on his 
battle against the Franks; they too held an important place in Nur al-Din’s pro- 
tocol. In attributing all these titles to Saladin, the caliph thus officially acknowl- 
edged Saladin’s right to a large share of Nir al-Din’s moral and political legacy. 

Also emerging from that diploma is the essential reason why the caliph 
granted the investiture to Saladin, namely, his victories in Egypt and Yemen, 
which allowed for the restoration of Sunni “orthodoxy” in that part of the 
world. It was to thank Saladin for having strengthened the Abbasid dynasty, 
and thereby for having served God, that the caliph gave him the investiture 
over Egypt, Yemen, and all the neighboring territories to be conquered, as well 
as over Syria, with the exception of the territories controlled by al-Salih. Al- 
Salih’s authority was legitimate, since he was the son of Nur al-Din, who had 
also worked hard on behalf of Islam. Even as the caliph firmly recalled that 
dynastic legitimacy, he invited Saladin to aid al-Salih and to remain modest 
concerning his own victories. In the afterlife, Saladin’s true reward would 
come from God, while in the world below the caliph was already rewarding 
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him with his diploma of investiture and with the honorific trappings that ac- 
companied them, such as the necklace that Saladin would wear around his 
neck as a sign of their alliance. That privilege clearly placed him above other 
mortals; Saladin could glory in it and celebrate the anniversary of that recogni- 
tion every year. 

The caliph also sent Saladin a series of injunctions on good governance, as 
was the custom with that type of diploma. He exhorted him to respect justice, 
to eliminate the illegal taxes, and to surround himself with gadis and gover- 
nors of irreproachable honesty. A good sovereign is one who knows how to 
govern without violence, to control his anger, and to offer the best part of him- 
self. Generous toward the poor, he must perform legal alms. He must pursue 
the greater jihad, that is, the one waged against oneself for the purpose of fight- 
ing one’s own evil propensities.” But he must also conduct jihad against the in- 
fidels and reconquer their territories, especially Jerusalem. For that, he must 
fortify the border areas—particularly the most vulnerable ones, namely, those 
on the coast—must equip them with garrisons and with a fleet capable of de- 
fending them. Thus, in conferring that diploma on Saladin, the caliph placed 
him far above his rivals: “The noble diwan confers on you this letter to thank 
you. In mentioning your name, it places you above its friends, saying: “You are 
the one in whom limitless trust is placed, and for the dynasty you are an arrow 
that goes straight to its target, like a shining flame, an imperishable treasure 
when the others disappear. What do the absent ones matter, if you are present 
to defend it?” 

The power hierarchy (God, his Prophet, and the caliph) is underscored, and 
Saladin’s authority exists only because the caliph, lord on earth, delegates it to 
him. Note as well in the caliph’s recommendations the importance granted to 
justice, which “is equal to sixty years of devotion,” to the need to surround 
oneself with aides of integrity, and to the ruler’s generosity toward the poorest 
people. All these themes recur constantly in the literature on the good govern- 
ment of princes, and are also central to the praise given Saladin by his panegyr- 
ists. As for jihad, the caliph now asked Saladin to engage not only in occasional 
operations against the Franks but in a vast, adequately funded expedition of 
reconquest, even though the caliph promised nothing more than his moral 
support. That diploma nevertheless strengthened Saladin’s position a great 
deal, and he continued to lay claim to it, especially in 1181, after al-Salih’s death, 
when Saladin judged that the restriction imposed by the caliph regarding Nir 
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al-Din’s son no longer had any justification, and that Aleppo now ought to de- 
volve onto him. 

During the last years of the reign of al-Mustadi’, Saladin continued to 
maintain fairly good relations with the caliph. He informed him regularly of 
his activities and pointed out the difficulties he faced, given the treachery of 
the Zangids and the threat of the “infidels’—Armenians, Sicilians, or Franks. 
At the same time, Saladin assured the caliph of the efforts he was making to 
satisfy his demands in the matter of justice, the security of the roads and bor- 
ders, fortifications, and the restoration of the fleet and the army. In a letter of 
1179 to the caliph’s vizier, Saladin justified his expedition against his rebel- 
lious emir, Ibn al-Muqaddam of Baalbek, by accusing al-Muqaddam of seek- 
ing the Franks’ aid. And, as if in response to the injunctions of the caliph, 
who had exhorted him a few years earlier to reign without violence, he added 
that he had abandoned the idea of seizing the city by force, in order to cast 
into relief his clemency by contrast to his emir’s “folly.” During the same 
period, to prove his determination to fight the Franks, Saladin asked the ca- 
liph’s ambassador to accompany him on an expedition against them and 
regularly kept al-Mustadi’ informed of all victories, particularly the one Sala- 
din had that year in Bayt al-Ahzan. In 1178 al-Mustadi’ made a goodwill ges- 
ture toward Saladin, agreeing to accept Saladin’s intercession in favor of his 
brother-in-law ‘Izz al-Din Aq-Buri, who was involved in a revolt against the 
caliph and had taken refuge in Syria in 1176. He even offered Saladin aid in 
the form of men and money, in the event that Saladin undertook an offensive 
against the Franks.” 

The death of al-Mustadi’ and the accession to power of his son al-Nasir li- 
Din Allah, at the age of twenty-two, would mark an important turning point 
in caliphal relations with Saladin: first, because of the new caliph’s personal- 
ity; and second, because of Saladin’s new expansion policy in al-Jazira.’* The 
tensions were not immediately perceptible, however, as attested by the arrival 
of a caliphal embassy in Damascus in November—December 1180, which be- 
stowed on Saladin a new diploma, a set of jewels, and honorific presents, in- 
cluding a black satin robe with wide sleeves embroidered in gold, a black and 
gold turban and taylasdn, a necklace adorned with precious stones, a throne, a 
black flag, horses, gold thread, and many fabrics. Saladin was delighted and 
jubilantly paraded on horseback in Damascus, dressed in his brand-new 
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In 1182 the caliph’s fears began to become apparent, when Saladin annexed 
most of the cities of al-Jazira. Had he seized Mosul, about 350 kilometers from 
Baghdad, he would have come within close proximity to the lands belonging 
to the caliph, who did not look kindly on his expansionist aims. That is cer- 
tainly the reason why al-Nasir li-Din Allah persisted in refusing to grant Sala- 
din the investiture of Mosul and made an attempt at mediation on several occa- 
sions between 1182 and 1184. That mediation was thwarted, however, by the 
efforts of Mosul to form an alliance with its enemies, the Seljuks of Iran. In 
1186, the recognition of Saladin’s power by the emir of Mosul, who also re- 
nounced the territories south of the Little Zab, only increased the uneasiness of 
the caliph, who nevertheless managed to retake control of Tikrit in 1189 and of 
al-Haditha in 1190. In reality, during that time Saladin had to face major diffi- 
culties resulting from the Third Crusade, and there is nothing to prove that the 
caliph’s fears were founded. From 1186 on, Saladin’s priorities were in Syria- 
Palestine, where he already had his hands full with the Franks. It is difficult to 
imagine how, at that time, he could also have threatened the caliph’s lands. 

That is undoubtedly why Saladin did not really understand al-Nasir li-Din 
Allah’s uneasiness and seems to have attributed the caliph’s reluctance to 
doubts about Saladin’s intention to wage jihad. Hence the many passages in his 
letters evoking his past exploits and asserting his desire to battle the Franks 
with the aid of the troops from al-Jazira. Despite the tensions that marked Sala- 
din’s relations with the caliph in the following years, the sultan’s missives sug- 
gest that Saladin continued to hope, at least until 1191, that the caliph would 
help him. 

A first crisis pitted the two men against each other in late 1187. Saladin, as 
was his habit, had taken care to inform the caliph of his victories against the 
Franks, which, he said, were intended to strengthen the Abbasid caliph’s au- 
thority and to fulfill the duty imposed by God. But he made the error of send- 
ing a young Iraqi soldier to Baghdad to announce the taking of Jerusalem, in- 
stead of dispatching a well-known and respected figure. The caliph took great 
umbrage. That news, which ought to have delighted all Muslims, also arrived 
at a time when anti-Saladin propaganda was becoming widespread in the court 
of Baghdad. In recent years, several dissident notables had left Baghdad to take 
refuge in Syria, which had encouraged rumors about the ambition of the Ayyu- 
bid sovereign. Echoes of that propaganda against Saladin can be heard in the 


account of the Christian Bar Hebraeus, who explains that relations with the 


[ 98 ] 


THE CALIPH S BACKING 





caliph deteriorated because Saladin stopped sending him the Syrian tribute and 
especially because, under the effect of drink, he said to anyone willing to hear 
it that he was ready to eliminate the Abbasid khutba to reestablish that of the 
Fatimids. That caricature is devoid of all foundation, but it is probably indica- 
tive of the rumors circulating at the time in Iraq to discredit Saladin.” 

The caliph’s response, which Saladin received in December 1187 while he 
was besieging Tyre, was thus much less enthusiastic than expected. Saladin 
found he was being criticized for usurping the title “al-Nasir,” for welcoming 
the Iraqi exiles, and for intervening on the very edge of caliphal territory by 
corresponding with the Turkomans and Kurds. Meanwhile, his brother Tugh- 
tegin of Yemen was accused of creating unrest at the holy sites of the Hejaz. 
‘Imad al-Din closely followed that affair because the caliph’s ambassador was 
none other than ‘Imad al-Din’s brother. And the sultan’s secretary was himself 
given the task of responding to the caliph. ‘Imad al-Din attests to the emotion 
Saladin felt upon reading that message. To his secretary and the caliph’s am- 
bassador, Saladin protested his good faith and recalled all his past actions, from 
the conquest of Egypt and Yemen to that of the Syrian coast and Jerusalem, not 
omitting to mention his absolute submission to the caliph. He added that if the 
caliph preferred to call him “Salah al-Din” rather than “al-Nasir,” the sultan 
would be very honored. Other witnesses, less concerned with sparing Saladin’s 
image, record much franker remarks, in which his bitterness and anger clearly 
come through. The sultan is said to have remarked that the title “al-Nasir” had 
been ratified by the Abbasid caliph al-Mustadi’ during Nir al-Din’s time, as a 
way of thanking Saladin for putting an end to the Fatimid dynasty. Saladin 
himself had in his army ten thousand Turkoman and Kurdish soldiers, many of 
whom bore the title “Salah al-Din,” but he took no offense. Finally, concerning 
Jerusalem, which the caliph claimed had been conquered “under his standards 
and with his army,” Saladin supposedly exclaimed: “Where, then, are his stan- 
dards and his army? By God, I conquered it only with my own standards and 
my own army!” 

‘Imad al-Din attempted to smooth things over by imputing the harshness 
of the caliph’s words to the tactlessness of the messenger sent by Saladin, a 
man of arms unworthy of that mission; to that of the secretary, who had not 
known how to articulate the caliph’s thoughts “in a more delicate, softer, more 
correct, and more seemly expression”; and to the scheming of Saladin’s foes in 


Baghdad. It was ‘Imad al-Din who composed the response to the caliph, in 
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which Saladin, even while refuting the accusations made against him, assured 
the caliph of his greatest respect and complete obedience.’ 

Shortly thereafter, in February 1188, a new crisis nearly caused another 
misunderstanding between the two men. During the pilgrimage to Mecca, a 
conflict erupted between the Iraqi leader of the pilgrimage and Saladin’s emir 
Ibn al-Muqaddam, head of the Syro-Palestinian pilgrimage. During the scuffle 
that ensued, Ibn al-Mugqaddam lost his life. The caliph’s apologies were not suf- 
ficient to erase the uneasiness and the climate of suspicion that arose from the 
incident. Four years later, when Saladin was planning to make his pilgrimage 
to Mecca, several of his advisers dissuaded him from doing so, arguing that 
some might suspect him of wanting to avenge Ibn al-Muqaddam’s death.” 

The correspondence between Saladin and the caliph nonetheless contin- 
ued. In late March 1189, an ambassador arrived in Damascus to ask that the 
name of the caliph’s heir presumptive henceforth be pronounced in the khutba 
and inscribed on coins. To inform the caliph of his recent victories over the 
Franks, Saladin sent his own ambassador in return, who arrived in Baghdad 
with, in addition to the traditional gifts, Frankish knights as prisoners.” 

Nevertheless, on August 29, 1189, the Franks’ siege of Acre began. It would 
last nearly two years. Muslim optimism in the first weeks quickly gave way to 
anxiety. A new embassy was sent to the caliph to propose that the province of 
Shahrazir be exchanged for a few armed troops.” Since the embassy did not 
return quickly enough, in October Saladin dispatched one of his closest friends, 
Qadi Ibn Shaddad, to ask the emirs of the region and the caliph for immediate 
aid. But that initiative did more to spread confusion than to bring about a solu- 
tion. Ibn Shaddad returned empty-handed. After Saladin’s ambassador had 
gone back to Baghdad once again, in late 1189, to inform the caliph of the 
unprecedented mobilization of the Western Christian armies, the response 
that reached Saladin outside Acre in spring 1190 was again disappointing. Two 
loads of naphtha, a few good-quality spear shafts, five experts in Greek fire 
(naft), and a letter of credit authorizing Saladin to borrow twenty thousand di- 
nars from merchants on the caliph’s behalf: that was the sum total of the ca- 
liph’s participation in the battles against the Franks. Saladin confided his disap- 
pointment to his close circle, remarking ironically that such a sum would only 
just cover expenses for one day, pointing up the contrast to the million dinars 
the Fatimid caliph had sent him during the siege of Damietta. It was al-Fadil 
who best summed up Saladin’s resentment and that of his entourage: “The 
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letter from Baghdad is an insipid, cold, and dry letter, there is nothing to be 
drawn from it, it is neither here nor there. We were asking for molten gold, but 
we were hit with cold iron.””° 

Saladin made several more attempts. In early summer 1190, he informed the 
caliph of the ominous rumors that had reached him regarding the German Cru- 
sade. And, throughout the winter of 1190-1191, as he faced increasing difficulties, 
Saladin turned to al-Nasir li-Din Allah several times. “Islam is asking for your 
aid the way a drowning man would cry for help!” he wrote in one of his letters. 
And he recalled that the Franks were arriving by the thousands from all regions 
of the West. In his letters, Saladin also complained about the length of the siege 
of Acre and of his men’s weariness, and asked that fresh troops be sent to him. 
His arguments were religious but also political. In the West, he said, the pope 
was sparing no effort to mobilize the forces of Christendom to liberate Christ's 
tomb. Was not the caliph the worthy successor of the Prophet Muhammad? 
Saladin reminded him that the Muslim community had been entrusted to the 
caliph, which also meant that the caliph was obliged to defend it. The sultan as- 
serted that, for his part, he would stand fast to prevent anyone from destroying 
the Prophet's posterity—that is, the caliph—and Ayyib’s posterity, namely, 
himself, a comparison that may not have been to the caliph’s liking.” 

Saladin continued to write after the fall of Acre on July 12, 1191, to explain 
his tactics against the Franks and to communicate the losses he was inflicting 
on them, but also his own difficulties in procuring horses and weapons, his 
army's poor morale, and the inadequacy of the reinforcements he was receiv- 
ing from Iraq.” The caliph’s preoccupations lay elsewhere, however. The let- 
ters he sent to Saladin in the autumn of that same year show that he was pri- 
marily concerned with strengthening his power in the East in the face of the 
decline of the last Seljuks. For the most part, he expressed his discontent to 
Saladin at seeing the sultan’s nephew Taqi al-Din, who had just received a large 
part of Upper Mesopotamia, leading an offensive against Akhlat, to the north 
of his territories. The caliph also demanded the release of the Seljuk sultan 
Toghril’s brother-in-law. Finally, al-Nasir li-Din Allah asked that al-Fadil be 
sent to him to settle the matter. 

Saladin responded with his usual arguments: Taqi al-Din had crossed the 
Euphrates only to assemble troops for the jihad; Saladin had not given the 
order to attack Akhlat and had asked Taqī al-Din to retreat; the Seljuk had been 


neutralized only because he was conducting raids and pillaging caravans, but 
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in Syria he would receive iqta‘s to induce him to join the jihad. As for al-Fadil, 
Saladin expressed his regret at not being able to send him on the journey to 
Baghdad because of his secretary’s poor state of health.’ 

That dialogue of the deaf continued throughout 1192. In July the caliph had 
one of his grand emirs incarcerated, accusing him of having secretly turned to 
Saladin to incite him to send troops to Iraq. In early October, the lieutenant of 
the vizierate sent an embassy to al-‘Adil to invite him to play the role of interme- 
diary, in order to open new negotiations between Saladin and the caliph. Never- 
theless, though Saladin once again sent his loyal ambassador Diya’ al-Din to 
Baghdad,” nothing more transpired before Saladin’s death on March 4, 1193. A 
few months later, al-Afdal, who had succeeded his father in Damascus, sent 
Diya’ al-Din on an embassy to the caliph with his father’s military equipment 
(saber, helmet, coat of mail, and horse) and various valuable gifts, including the 
relic of the True Cross taken from the Franks, a number of precious fabrics, and 
four young slave girls, among them Balian’s daughter and the daughter of the 
lord of Jabala. The letter sent to the caliph effusively praised Saladin’s past ac- 
tions and asserted al-Afdal’s desire to pursue his work, with the caliph’s recogni- 
tion and support.” 

In the history of his relations with the caliphate, the results Saladin achieved 
were therefore very limited. The recognition of his power in 1175, renewed in 
1180, initially allowed him to establish his authority over Egypt and Syria. By 
contrast, his claims on Upper Mesopotamia were much less well received by the 
caliph, who remained deaf to all his demands of military and financial aid on 
behalf of the jihad. That attitude can be explained primarily by the fact that the 
caliph suspected Saladin of having designs on Iraq and that the caliph himself 
needed all his forces and means to rebuild his authority and his territory against 
the last Seljuks. That lack of communication and dialogue was certainly one of 
the failures Saladin had the most difficulty facing and accepting. 


B. 


Conception of Power 


In his advance toward power, Saladin was aided primarily by 
his military successes and by the divisions among his adversaries. In addition, 
his family heritage, his determination to apply religious law and to lead the 
jihad, and above all the caliph’s backing provided him with the necessary au- 
thority, without which his reign would have appeared to be a tyranny. In con- 
temporary societies, a political authority finds its legitimacy in elections. In 
Islamic countries of the Middle Ages, that legitimacy rested on respect for a 
hierarchical system for delegating powers. The caliph held his power from 
God. He delegated a part of it to the sovereign (sultan, prince, grand emir), 
who himself named representatives or aides to exercise justice in his name, to 
manage the administration, to keep order, and to defend the territory, all theo- 
retically in the service of God and for the good of the subjects. 

Although Saladin strove to conform to that general pattern, he also intro- 
duced more-personal touches dictated by the circumstances, the influences 
upon him, or quite simply by his character. For example, to each of the regions 
subject to his authority—Egypt, Syria, and Upper Mesopotamia—he ascribed a 
determinate place and role, as a function of his two principal objectives: Muslim 


reunification and the battle against the Franks. In his method of government, 
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he privileged caution and negotiation, which did not prevent him from some- 
times resorting to violence to eliminate his adversaries. His main source of sup- 
port was his family, and from the beginning his brothers, nephews, and later his 
sons were appointed to very important positions. Under his authority, they 
ruled territories that soon constituted a vast family confederation. 


Geopolitics, or “Love of Country”? 


Would Egypt, the first territory to come under Saladin’s control, be the seat of 
his power? From the foundation of the new city of Cairo in 969, the Fatimids 
had made it their capital, from which they had attempted to control—not al- 
ways successfully—Ifrigiya (present-day Tunisia), the cradle of their dynasty, as 
well as Syria and the holy sites. At the time, Egypt was considered a rich coun- 
try, and the notion of its self-sufficiency was fairly widespread among its inhab- 
itants, who readily said that the world needed Egypt but that Egypt could very 
well dispense with the world. From a political point of view, that maxim could 
have encouraged the establishment of an Egyptian power that was turned in 
on itself, and whose only objective in terms of foreign relations would have 
been to serve its own interests.’ In reality, the aim of that popular tradition, 
evoked by the sources in descriptions of what their authors call a city’s or re- 
gion’s “merits” (fada’il), was primarily to praise Egypt and show its preemi- 
nence. Every leader, Saladin first and foremost, knew that the country drew its 
wealth not only from its soil and its artisanal products but also from trade, 
open to both the Indian Ocean and the Mediterranean. The question that 
arises is therefore less whether Egypt would draw back behind its borders than 
whether Saladin would choose it as the seat of government for his states. 

The importance of Egypt in Saladin’s military plan of action was indisput- 
able. That country, which had witnessed the birth of his power, had, by the end 
of Nir al-Din’s reign, become the point of departure for his domination of Nu- 
bia, Yemen, Cyrenaica, and Tripolitana, and throughout his reign it remained 
his main supplier of men and money. In autumn 1174 Saladin left to conquer 
Syria at the head of an Egyptian force of some seven hundred cavalrymen, and 
was joined in April 1175 by new reinforcements, who helped him defeat the 
Zangid army. A few weeks later, Saladin authorized his men to return to 
Egypt, since it was difficult to keep such an army mobilized for long. After a 


few months, the soldiers yearned to return to their families, and the emirs, re- 
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munerated through a system of tax levies on the lands of Egypt, were eager to 
be there at harvest time. In that respect, the distance that separated Egypt 
from Syria did not simplify matters. 

From 1176 to 1183, Saladin regularly asked his brother al-‘Adil, his representa- 
tive in Egypt, to send him armed reinforcements. The Egyptian troops some- 
times paid a heavy tribute to the war, as in the case of the Battle of Ramla in 
November 1177. In 1187, the Egyptian army participated in the Battle of Hattin 
alongside the Syrian and Mesopotamian contingents, and, on various occasions, 
Saladin sent to Egypt for emirs in whom he had every confidence. In 1188, for 
example, he appealed to Qaraqiish al-Asadi—who had already demonstrated his 
abilities by overseeing fortification projects in Cairo—to rebuild the fortifica- 
tions of Acre. In addition, Egypt was the only Muslim country in the region to 
possess a fleet, and Saladin made use of it many times to attack the Frankish 
cities on the coast.” In 1187, the Egyptian fleet participated in the defense of all 
the coastal cities retaken by Saladin, just as it took an active role in the blockade 
of Tyre and the resistance to the Franks’ siege of Acre in 1190-1191. 

The considerable efforts that Egypt agreed to expend in the conquest of 
Syria and the pursuit of jihad were not lost on the Franks, who understood the 
extent to which the Muslim defense of Syria now depended on the arrival of 
Egyptian aid. That is why the Frankish attacks in the thirteenth century, as a 
matter of priority, were directed against Egypt. That financial and military 
participation also had very severe consequences for the Egyptian public trea- 
sury. Al-Fadil, to whom the burdensome task of managing the Egyptian bud- 
get fell, complained many times about the country’s state of impoverishment. 
In 1184 he warned Saladin about the exorbitant Egyptian military expenses: 
five million dinars were needed that year to pay for raising an army in just one 
province of the country.’ In 1189-1190, he again counseled moderation, remind- 
ing Saladin of the many difficulties facing Egypt, though al-Fadil remained 
aware of the need for these expenses: 


Our master spent Egypt’s money to conquer Syria, Syria’s money 
to conquer al-Jazira, and the money of all to conquer the coast. God 
willing, the money of Constantinople will be spent for the con- 
quest of Rome, and all the rulers will then be only his bursars, 
watching over their treasuries while waiting to hand them over to 


him. God thanks him for everything he has [already] taken from 
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them and despises them for all the gold and silver they have hoarded. 
Let there be no distress in our master’s heart, for God will not re- 
duce the supplies the master generously distributes, especially since 


it is thanks to that generosity that people earn their livelihood.‘ 


The Egyptian influence on the political and administrative system set in 
place by Saladin was also apparent in his assimilation of a number of former 
Fatimid institutions. Saladin began his career as vizier to the Fatimid caliph 
and was surrounded by former Fatimid administrators, foremost among them 
al-Fadil, his chief adviser. Several of them composed treatises for him describ- 
ing in detail the religious, civil, and military administrative institutions of 
Egypt during the Fatimid era. This ought to be seen as a desire not to destroy 
the work of his predecessors—even if they were his Shiite foes—but rather to 
preserve the memory of it. Hence the Ayyubid institutions and posts retained 
visible traces of that Fatimid legacy, which was assimilated in the same way as 
the Abbasid and Seljuk legacies.’ 

All the same, despite Egypt’s crucial role in the military and financial 
realm, Saladin only rarely governed from Cairo. In his nineteen years of reign, 
from 1174 to 1193, he resided in Egypt for a total of only two and a half years,° 
and when he left that country in March 1182, he never went back. The gover- 
norship of Egypt was then entrusted to his brother al-‘Adil until 1183, to his 
nephew Taqi al-Din ‘Umar from 1184 to 1186, then again to al-Adil until 1192. 
During that entire period the administration was headed by Qadi al-Fadil. Sal- 
adin for his part ruled from Syria, especially Damascus, but usually in an itin- 
erant manner, as his military campaigns allowed. In addition, despite the deci- 
sive influence exerted on him by the Fatimid institutions, Egypt’s highly 
centralized system never took root in the rest of his territories and remained 
an Egyptian particularism, a legacy of its history, also attributable, no doubt, 
to its particular geographical situation.’ 

As for Syria, it held a central place in Saladin’s plan of action, primarily for 
geostrategic reasons. He needed to move closer to the battlefield, that is, to the 
Franks, and in 1175 Saladin wrote to the caliph: “From Egypt, we could not 
undertake that conquest [of the Frankish territories] because of the great dis- 
tance, the deserts to be crossed, and the fatigue of the mounts on which the 
strength of the jihad rests. When we moved closer, the matter was simplified, 


we drew great advantages from that move and a greater efficacy.”* 
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From Syria, Saladin could extend his domination over Upper Mesopota- 
mia, between the Tigris and the Euphrates, in order to draw the reinforce- 
ments necessary for the jihad even while remaining close to Egypt, from 
which a large part of the money and men came. But Saladin’s interest in the 
region also had more personal roots. Syria was the country of his childhood 
and youth. Baalbek, Aleppo, and Damascus were cities where he had lived for 
several years alongside his father and uncle and to which he was very attached. 
That was especially true of Damascus, of which Ibn Shaddad said: “[Saladin] 
loved this city and preferred residence there over all other places.” One day in 
1186, Saladin confided to ‘Imad al-Din, upon returning to Damascus after his 
campaign in Upper Mesopotamia: “Praise be to God, who has brought us back 
and who, in repelling adversity, has returned our homeland to us.” The Dam- 
ascenes reciprocated that love, if we are to judge by the enthusiastic welcome 
they showed him that day. 

The correspondence he exchanged in about 1184-1185 with Ibn Naja, an 
Egyptian sermonist, illustrates his deep fondness for Damascus. Disappointed 
that Saladin was no longer living in Egypt, Ibn Naja attempted to entice him 
back by praising the delight of the Nile and its gardens, the beauty of the Cairo 
Nilometer, the majesty of the pyramids, palaces, and mosques, all qualities that 
according to him made that country, mentioned in the Koran and in the narra- 
tives of the first Islamic conquests, a land superior to all others." Saladin replied, 
in the words of ‘Imad al-Din—who was himself very attached to Damascus—in 
terms that left little doubt about his preferences. Nothing in his eyes equaled the 
climate, the landscapes, the souks, and the fruits of Damascus, whose canals 
were at least as beautiful as the Nilometer of Cairo. Saladin’s arguments and 
those of his secretary reiterated all the qualities traditionally attributed to Syria 
in the literature of the fada’il, that is, works vaunting the merits of a city or re- 
gion. Like Egypt, is not Syria, which the Prophet had called the “best of coun- 
tries, where God will lead his best worshippers,” mentioned in revelation?'* Was 
it not chosen as a residence by several Companions of the Prophet? The con- 
quest of Damascus marked the beginnings of Islam, and even Egypt occupied 
its prominent place in the Koran only because the prophet Joseph was brought 
there from Syria. That country, where the jihad was conducted against the in- 
fidels, was superior to all others. Even the pyramids can hardly compare to the 
sacred esplanade of Jerusalem,” the majesty of Mount Lebanon. And Saladin 


went on to cite an apocryphal hadith: “Love of country is a sign of faith.” 
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Finally, though it is true that Egypt is remarkable for the abundance of its prod- 
ucts, the excellence of its water, and the great number of its kings, did not al- 
Fadil himself affirm that Damascus is the garden of Egypt, hence the most 
beautiful garden in the world? 

These epistolary exchanges were a kind of literary sparring match, often 
engaged in during that period, which repeated a number of topoi. But they also 
reflect the real attachment Saladin felt for Syria. In all these texts, the merits of 
a city or region are assessed with reference to religious texts (the Koran and the 
Sunna), to what God and his Prophet said, and to the specific role of the place 
in the early days of Islam. The importance of the religious is also perceptible in 
the evocation of the jihad and in the allusion to “love of country [watan],” in 
accordance with the words of the Prophet. At that time, the term watan had no 
political connotations but rather the general sense of a birthplace or residence. 
Fidelity to the native land, that longing for one’s native country—which is also 
echoed in the West'’—was fairly widespread in Arabic literature. “If the bird is 
homesick for its nest, how much more may a man pine for his country!” 
wrote the famous prose writer al-Jahiz in the eleventh century. 

Saladin had several opportunities to display his affection for Syria. One 
day, in a letter to al-Fadil, he compared the Egyptian phase of his career to an 
affair with “a whore [Egypt] who in vain had tried to part me from my faithful 
wife [Syria]. Outraged by that provocative metaphor, al-Fadil replied in the 
same tone: How dare the sultan insult a country that had come to his aid when 
the Franks were threatening to destroy him? The sufferings of Damascus, 
when compared to those of Egypt, were only “a drop of water in the sea,” and 
if, by some unhappy chance, it occurred to Saladin to launch a single arrow 
against that country, al-Fadil said he himself would raise his hand high enough 
to stop it. 

Saladin was not the only one in his family to attest to such love for Syria. 
He learned one day that his brother Tūrānshāh wished to leave Yemen and re- 
turn to live in Syria. Saladin sent him a messenger to dissuade him and to re- 
mind him that Yemen was a great, rich country. Taranshah then sent for the 
majordomo, handed him a thousand gold pieces and “ordered him to send to 
the market and buy a lump of ice with that sum.” The majordomo replied: “My 
lord, this is Yemen, and how can ice be found in it?” Turanshah said: “Tell them 
then... to buy with it a tray of [lawzi] apricots.” The majordomo replied: 
“How could such a fruit be found here?” And the dialogue went on, with the 
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enumeration of all sorts of fruits found in Damascus and unavailable in Yemen. 
Turanshah concluded by turning to Saladin’s messenger: “I should like to 
know what is to be done with these riches, since they cannot procure me the 
pleasures of life, nor furnish me with what I desire?” Saladin finally gave him 
permission to return to the country of their childhood, to which both were so 
deeply attached. 

Saladin’s perception of Iraq was completely different. His first expeditions 
into Upper Mesopotamia had no other aim than to secure possession of north- 
ern Syria, first by preventing reinforcements from arriving from Mosul, and 
then by exchanging the cities he had seized in al-Jazira for Aleppo. After 1183, 
by contrast, his expeditions east of the Euphrates were justified primarily by 
the need to recruit troops for his jihad against the Franks and to strengthen the 
defense of the Syrian cities, which Egypt, itself threatened from within and 
without, was no longer up to protecting.*® Although Saladin was briefly 
tempted to extend his power well beyond the border regions of his states, the 
illness to which he almost succumbed in 1186 brought him back to more realis- 
tic objectives, closer to those he was officially proclaiming. Once the accord 
with Mosul and the principal cities of al-Jazira was signed, his actions on the 
ground show that he had given up his expeditions into that region, though he 
continued to complain about not receiving as much aid as he had wished. In 
1191, two years before his death, he agreed to entrust the western part of al- 
Jazira to his nephew Taqi al-Din, but made him promise to respect the accord 
previously concluded with the other emirs. The consolidation of the Ayyubid 
presence in that region corresponded less to Saladin’s immediate interests than 
to Taqi al-Din’s ambitions. Saladin could hardly refuse to hand over the territo- 
ries of al-Jazira that his nephew was demanding, but if he expected any more 
military aid, the events that followed—namely, Taqi al-Din’s death that same 
year and the onset of the revolt by Taqi al-Din’s son al-Manstir—would show 
Saladin that family solidarity could not always be taken for granted. In the end, 
it was al-Adil who inherited these ill-assorted and fragmented territories of Up- 
per Mesopotamia, and it was he, much more than Saladin, who laid the foun- 
dations of Ayyubid power in that region. 

The system set in place by Saladin, which made Syria a strategic region, 
thus resulted both from geopolitical considerations and from a strong personal 
attachment to the country. Saladin’s homeland was Syria, Damascus in partic- 
ular, and when he was gravely ill in 1185, he expressed the wish to be buried 
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there. It was in fact in that city that he died a few years later and that he was 
interred. Hence, though Egypt indisputably retained a central political and 
economic role throughout his reign, expressed especially in its monopoly on 
minting gold coins, Syria prevailed in the sultan’s heart. That is undoubtedly 
the reason why he seems to have hesitated to divide up the territories among 
his sons. Saladin at first left his eldest son, al-Afdal, in Egypt, under the guard- 
ianship of Taqi al-Din, but later, in 1186, sent for al-Afdal to come to Damascus. 
And before his death, Saladin bequeathed that city to his eldest son. Egypt de- 
volved on his younger son al-‘Aziz. In the thirteenth century, however, al- 
Afdal’s rather weak personality and the much greater resources of Egypt would 
reinforce the central role of that country in the Ayyubid balance of power, a 
role Saladin had not so clearly attributed to it. 


Caution and Coordination 


Is it possible to speak of Saladin’s methods of government while at the same 
time avoiding the eternal debate about how much faith ought to be granted to 
the praise bestowed on him? Perhaps not completely. But solely in terms of his 
actions on the ground, it is easy to observe that his internal and external policy, 
toward the Muslims and toward the Franks, was most often characterized by 
an attitude of caution, coordination, and negotiation. 

From the beginning of his political career in Egypt, Saladin displayed great 
prudence. Like his troops of Kurdish and Turkish soldiers, Saladin was consid- 
ered a stranger in Egypt, a devout Sunni in a country where Shiism played an 
important role—though the majority of the population remained Sunni—and 
he had to advance one small step at a time to be accepted. For more than two 
years, therefore, he took time to eliminate his political foes, to quash the revolts 
in Upper Egypt, to repel the Franks, to secure connections with Syria, and to 
begin the redistribution of the major religious posts before he definitively con- 
sidered eliminating the Fatimid caliphate. That slowness and caution were criti- 
cized by Nur al-Din and led some—the historian Ibn al-Athir in particular—to 
suspect him of evil intentions, but after the fact they proved to have been effec- 
tive, since the change of regime in Egypt gave rise to very little backlash and 
few revolts. 

Saladin employed the same political caution in the wake of Nir al-Din’s 
death. Rather than lay claim to his succession directly, he at first presented 
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himself as the servant of the Zangid dynasty and claimed that he wanted noth- 
ing more than to serve the young heir, al-Salih. In the face of resistance from 
al-Salih and his entourage, Saladin gradually came to declare that Nir al-Din’s 
succession ought to devolve on him because of his own family legacy—Shirktth 
was one of Nir al-Din’s closest collaborators—but also because he was the only 
one capable of continuing the battle for Muslim unity and the jihad against the 
Franks. 

He also displayed caution in his attitude toward Aleppo, preferring to ac- 
cept the caliph’s arbitration, leaving the region to al-Salih rather than pursuing 
a struggle that risked being long and exhausting. The same was true in Mosul 
in 1182, when he preferred to withdraw, head held high, in order not to suffer a 
setback or to expend all his strength in a siege with an uncertain outcome. In 
his letters, however, he insisted that he had struck camp only in obedience to 
the caliph.” And finally, he was cautious in his strategy toward the Franks, 
which led him at first to conduct defensive raids for the most part, or raids in- 
tended to assure security of communications between Egypt and Syria, before 
considering expeditions of greater scope once Muslim unity had been realized. 
There again, his detractors sometimes said that the struggle against the infi- 
dels interested him less than the acquisition of new territories, but it should be 
noted that without the unification of the Egyptian, Syrian, and Mesopotamian 
armies, the victory of Hattin and the conquests that followed from it could 
hardly have come about. 

In his conduct of political affairs, Saladin also strove to follow the advice of 
Sheikh al-Harawi, who wrote in the late twelfth century: “If an affair is tor- 
menting the sultan, if an enemy attacks him, if a misfortune befalls him, if 
some unpleasantness affects him, or if a calamity tests him, he must consult 
among his friends and family, his courtiers, and the dignitaries of his kingdom, 
people of good counsel and experience.” 

At the time, the term “council” (majlis) covered the rather vague notion of 
a political and religious entourage. Saladin’s council took various forms, de- 
pending on the circumstances and where he happened to be. It did not always 
include the same people, and it met when the sultan needed it. Saladin rarely 
governed alone. Before any important appointment or strategic decision, he 
liked to surround himself with emirs, men of religion, and administrators to 
ask for their opinion on the path to take. The discussions seem to have been 


fairly free, with opposing opinions often expressed, and Saladin did not always 
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impose his own point of view. He frequently came to adopt the view of his 
emirs or advisers, out of conviction or simply pragmatism. The council he as- 
sembled around him in autumn 1189 during the Franks’ siege of Acre illustrates 
fairly well the climate in which the debates occurred: 


On Thursday, the 29th day of Sha’ban, 585 [October 12, 1189], the 
greatest among the emirs presented themselves to the sultan. He 
told them: “Know that those people [the Franks], enemies of 
Allah—and of us—have brought their cavalry and their infantry. 
They are pressing down on us with all their might, have come out 
with all their impiety against Islam as a whole, have assembled and 
concentrated their troops, have been lavish with their resources. If 
we do not march in haste against their militias while the sea is cut- 
ting off their retreat, tomorrow the evil they do will be impossible 
to remedy, and it will be difficult to thwart them. In fact, when the 
sea is calm and the traveler finds navigation easy, the number of 
enemies will double. . . . None of the Muslims will aid us, none in 
the land of Islam will support us. Our soldiers are present, our reso- 
lutions are impervious to delay, the eyes of our swords look toward 
the enemy to attack. ... As a result, we are entirely of the opinion 
that we should prepare ourselves for combat before they are in- 
formed of the debates that keep us from them.” And he added: “Let 
each of you give your opinion, and do not hazard a word that 
would exceed your good judgment!” They therefore tugged back 
and forth and differed in their opinions based on the diversity of 
their inclinations. ... Some said: “For fifty days, we have not dis- 
mounted and, during those nights, we have not tasted sleep, we 
have not closed our eyes for nocturnal dreams. . .. Our emaciated 
mounts are exhausted, our sabers are chipped, our soldiers weary. 
And now winter is come. . . . The right choice is to temporize over 
the winter, to rebuild our strength and that of our horses, to with- 
draw from those positions and so gain the advantage we are hoping 
for, to name those who will serve as replacements to prevent them 
from leaving. When the cold ends we shall come back to tame 
those savages. ... Without a doubt, the Muslims will aid us.... 


Then we will reach the end of temporization: we will prove our 
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tenacity in combat and in victory. . .. We will break them, be they 
mountains! We will wear them down, be they seas!” . . . 

We did not cease to deliberate, to confer, to discuss, to respond, 
to contest, and to fight, until the views had been sifted through and 
what seemed to be the fairest way of proceeding came to light. In 
the end, we were inclined toward repose, we wanted an end to our 
troubles and to be at peace, to abandon the siege for a peaceful 
sojourn, the dusty battlefield for the camp toward which one 


hastens.” 


That decision displeased ‘Imad al-Din, who attributed Saladin’s retreat to 
his great physical fatigue. Nevertheless, this was not the only time that Saladin 
adopted the viewpoint of his emirs. In late 1187, the decision to lift the siege of 
Tyre was made at their instigation, and in September 1192, it was under pressure 
from them that Saladin resigned himself to signing a truce with the Franks. 
Other times, the decision was made unanimously, as in September 1191, when 
Ascalon had to be destroyed. 

With his adversaries as well, Saladin privileged diplomacy. All the sources 
underscore his natural predisposition toward negotiation and clemency. It 
might be thought this was merely panegyrics, but the facts confirm that char- 
acter trait, which Saladin seems to have erected into a political and military 
strategy. Negotiation with the Franks raised special problems, but with his 
Muslim foes Saladin usually managed through discussion to avoid depleting 
his forces in long, pointless sieges. It was rare that he took a Muslim stronghold 
by force. Most of the cities of Syria and Upper Mesopotamia offered their sub- 
mission immediately or after a relatively short siege. There were several rea- 
sons for that. Upon arriving in Syria, Saladin had only a few hundred soldiers. 
Even if he could count on the troops from Damascus to arrive fairly quickly, he 
could not hope to conquer the entire region and confront the Zangids solely 
with his own military forces. He had to negotiate, to persuade his adversaries 
that they would have everything to gain by accepting his authority. When an 
army was defeated, such as the Zangid army in 1175 and 1176, he seized the 
weapons and matériel but let the prisoners go and did not seek to wipe out the 
defeated. When the governor of a citadel or a city agreed to come over to his 
side, Saladin let him keep his post or gave him another stronghold in ex- 
change for his own. And, to obtain the surrender of a city, Saladin sometimes 
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even allowed its governor to leave his territory and go enter the service of the 
sultan’s adversaries. 

Among the significant cases, that of Ibn al-Za‘farani, one of Nir al-Din’s 
former emirs, is particularly enlightening. Ibn al-Za‘farani, having rallied be- 
hind Saladin upon the sultan’s arrival in Syria, had retreated to his citadel in 
Barin, southwest of Hama. In exchange for his surrender in May 1175, he was 
allowed to leave Syria, and he took that opportunity to go join the Zangid 
prince of Mosul, who entrusted Edessa to him. When Saladin mounted a siege 
outside that city a few years later, in 1182, the emir agreed to surrender and 
Saladin took him back in his service, despite his former betrayal. He treated his 
bitter rival, Emir Qubt al-Din Inal, lord of Manbij, with the same indulgence. 
This was the same man who had insulted and threatened him after Nir al- 
Din’s death. The citadel of Manbij was one of the few that Saladin took by 
force, in 1176, and his enmity toward its governor no doubt played a role. All 
the same, even in that case, Saladin spared Qutb al-Din’s life. ‘Imad al-Din even 
claims that Saladin attempted to make good use of Qutb al-Din’s services and 
keep him nearby, an offer that Qutb al-Din is said to have rejected. Although 
‘Imad al-Din may have exaggerated the generosity Saladin displayed, the emir, 
once liberated, went to join the prince of Mosul, who entrusted Rakka on the 
Euphrates to him. It was outside the walls of that city that Saladin found him in 
1182. This time, the emir surrendered without resistance and was allowed to 
keep his own possessions. A few weeks later, the Artukid emir of Hisn Kayfa 
also agreed to hand over his fortress in exchange for Saladin’s promise to give 
him Amida. 

Many other examples could be cited to illustrate that policy both generous 
and pragmatic. In late 1182, Saladin showed the same clemency toward the gov- 
ernor of Sinjar, then in 1183 toward the governor of Harim, to whom he prom- 
ised, in exchange for his fortress, the governorship of Busra, a house in Damas- 
cus with an adjoining bath, a village in the area, and thirty thousand dinars for 
him, along with ten thousand dinars for his brother. The governor had the 
foolhardiness to refuse that offer and to seek an alliance with the Franks. Then 
the garrison appealed to Saladin, offering to hand over the citadel in exchange 
for its freedom. In reply to an emir who attempted to warn him against these 
soldiers, whom the emir judged unreliable, Saladin said: “We still wish to seize 
a certain number of places. If we refuse what we have promised and are not 


generous with the benefits, no one will ever trust us again.”” 
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Saladin’s concern to spare his enemies and to avoid humiliating them, to 
leave those who submitted to him with their possessions, to avoid pillaging, 
and to respect his pledges thus stemmed less from a “chivalrous generosity” or 
from some idealistic view of the world than from a carefully considered policy, 
though it is not always easy to establish a clear distinction between his per- 
sonal convictions and his political self-interest. It is because he knew how to 
combine military pressure and skillful diplomacy that Saladin achieved his 
ends. The discipline he imposed on his armies could only increase his popular- 
ity with the people and hence facilitate his conquests. In preventing looting, he 
also preserved the prosperity of the regions that now belonged to him. Once 
victory was achieved, Saladin took a series of measures designed both to reas- 
sure and to satisfy the populations. He received the notables with honor, elimi- 
nated the illegal taxes, and repaired the damage caused by his army or by the 
siege. It is clear that such a wise and prudent policy was in great part the source 
of his successes. 


me 


Founding a Dynasty 


To legitimate power taken by force, a sovereign could use a 
number of arguments: religious (suppression of heresy, restoration of ortho- 
doxy), military (his unique ability to repel the enemy), or dynastic (a presti- 
gious ancestry). Saladin could not lay claim to any well-known family. For the 
most part, therefore, he used a religious and military line of argument. His 
nephew al-Muʻizz ibn Tughtegin in Yemen went much further than he, not 
hesitating to invent an Umayyad ancestry for himself, in an attempt to be rec- 
ognized not only as a prince but also as a caliph. That claim was destined to 
fail, but it is still indicative of the role played by such fictive genealogies, de- 
signed to assert, in the East and in the West, nobility or political legitimacy. For 
the West, we need only recall the importance assumed by the myth of the 
Franks’ Trojan origins, which surfaced in the seventh century. For the East, 
there were many Persian, Turkish, or Berber dynasties that converted to Islam 
and that strove to link their families to the great Arab tribes of the Arabian 
Peninsula. For example, in fifteenth-century Samarkand, at the heart of the 
Turkish-Mongol empire, the Arabic inscriptions on Tamerlane’s mausoleum 
presented him as a descendant of ‘Ali, cousin and son-in-law of the Prophet, to 
reinforce his image as an ideal Muslim ruler.' Although no one gave any cre- 
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dence to the claims of al-Mu‘izz—he was, moreover, harshly condemned by 
the other Ayyubid princes, who had no interest in antagonizing the caliph of 
Baghdad—it was still possible to read a text in the second half of the thirteenth 
century diffusing a fictive genealogy for Ayyūb that had him descend from 
Adam through the Arab tribes from the northern Arabian Peninsula.” 

Saladin laid claim to his family legacy in a completely different manner. He 
used it to succeed his uncle Shirkth to the Fatimid vizierate and then to assert 
his rights to act as regent to the young al-Salih. He was not unaware that this 
legacy gave him no right to reign. He acquired his legitimacy as a sovereign 
much more through his religious, political, and military actions. But to assure 
its solidity and continuity, in the early days he opted for a political system 
founded on family solidarity and on group spirit, or the spirit of kinship, which 
the great historian Ibn Khaldiin defined in the fourteenth century as the prin- 
cipal driving force of history: “When a person sharing in the spirit of kinship 
(‘asabiyya] has reached the rank of chieftain and commands obedience, and 
when he then finds the way open toward superiority and [the use of] force, he 
follows that way, because it is something desirable. He cannot completely 
achieve his [goal] except with the help of the spirit of kinship, which causes [the 
others] to obey him. Thus, royal superiority is a goal to which the spirit of kin- 
ship leads.” 

In distributing power among the members of his family, Saladin situated 
himself in the tradition not only of the Seljuk Turks but also of the Armenian 
and Kurdish dynasties of northwestern Iran. The territories of the small Kurd- 
ish dynasty of the Shaddadids (r. ca. 950-1170), whom Saladin’s grandfather 
Shadhi had served, were already divided between two main branches of the 
family, and when Shadhi left Dwin with his two sons, Ayyūb and Shirkih, to 
settle in Iraq, they found the same system of family sovereignty there, orga- 
nized on a much vaster scale by the Seljuk Turks. The influence of these Turks 
on Saladin is obvious, even though it was exerted indirectly through the Zan- 
gid dynasty of Syria, which was itself an offshoot of the Seljuk system. 

That omnipresent familial conception of power did not cancel out the head 
of the family’s authority or suzerainty. But in that realm, two traditions some- 
times stood opposed: the one inherited from the Islamic Persian tradition 
privileged father-to-son succession, while that of the Turks of central Asia pre- 
ferred to award power to the eldest member of the family, whether or not he 


was the previous ruler’s son. That dual influence explains no doubt the very 
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important place Saladin initially granted to his brothers and nephews, and then 


his decision in 1186 to redistribute his territories among his sons.* 


1169-1186: A Familial Conception of Power 


Once he had settled in Egypt, Saladin turned his attention to gathering his 
family around him. His maternal uncle al-Harimi and his brother al-‘Adil had 
been part of Shīrkūh’s expedition in late 1168 and had supported Saladin when 
he was named to the post of vizier. In July 1169, Saladin was joined by his other 
brothers, Taranshah and Tughtegin. As the eldest, Tūrānshāh could have re- 
fused to obey Saladin, but Nur al-Din had warned him: “If you are going to 
Egypt to maintain that your brother is only Yusuf, who was once in your ser- 
vice, then do not go, since you would do harm to the country, I would make 
you come back here, and you would have the punishment you deserve. Con- 
versely, if you consider him the lord of Egypt and my representative there, if 
you serve him as you would serve me, then go, strengthen him and aid him in 
what he is doing.” 

Their father, Ayyib, arrived the following year, in April 1170, accompanied 
by his family, and in particular his son Biri, barely nine years old at the time, 
and his daughter Rabi‘a Khatiin.® Saladin’s second sister, Sitt al-Sham, was al- 
ready married to one of Nur al-Din’s former emirs. Like the rest of the family, 
she and her husband moved to Egypt with their son.’ In 1187 that son played an 
important role in Saladin’s army and received as compensation Nablus and its 
dependencies, but in 1191 he met an early death in Damascus, where he was 
buried in the mausoleum his mother had built outside the city.* 

Ayyiib’s eldest son, called Shahanshah, had died during the Franks’ siege of 
Damascus in 1148, but Shahanshah’s two sons, Taqi al-Din ‘Umar and Farrūkh- 
shah, entered their uncle’s service very early on. Taqi al-Din was already fight- 
ing beside him in late 1169 during the Franks’ attack on Damietta. The date of 
Farrikhshah’s arrival in Egypt is not known, but it must have occurred around 
the same time.” Within a few months, the whole family was thus gathered 
around Saladin. His father died in 1173; but without the military support of his 
brothers and nephews, Saladin would no doubt never have reached the height of 
power.” 

Tūrānshāh, al-‘Adil, and Taqi al-Din ‘Umar are three personalities on 


whom we need to focus our attention here, since they were Saladin’s base of 
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support and received significant remuneration for their efforts. In 1169 Turan- 
shah was given the responsibility of quashing the revolt of the black contin- 
gents from the former Fatimid army, and it was also to him that were entrusted 
the expeditions in Upper Egypt and Nubia between 1171 and 1173, which culmi- 
nated in the taking of Ibrim. His military support earned him large igta‘s in 
Upper Egypt, where the sites of Qūs, Aswan, Biish, and ‘Aydhab alone yielded 
him some 266,000 dinars a year. Saladin also awarded him the Giza district of 
Cairo, where the pyramids stood on the west bank of the Nile, and Samannud 
in the region of Damietta. Tūrānshāh’s successes encouraged Saladin to en- 
trust the conquest of Yemen to him in 1174. But that country, despite its wealth, 
seemed very backward to Turanshah. In spring 1176, after a grave illness, and 
deeply affected by his son’s death, he decided to return to Saladin in Syria, to 
support him in his battle against the Zangid army. That year, before returning 
to Cairo, Saladin designated him as his lieutenant in Damascus and charged 
him with repelling the Frankish attacks in the region, a sign of the total confi- 
dence Saladin had in his brother. And in 1178, when Tūrānshāh asked Saladin 
to have Baalbek added to the former's territory, Saladin, who was very fond of 
his brother, was unable to refuse him, incurring the risk of a major crisis with 
its governor, the powerful emir Ibn al-Mugaddam, who had invited him a few 
years earlier to come and seize Syria. In spring 1179, after several months of re- 
sistance, Ibn al-Muqaddam finally gave in and exchanged Baalbek for several 
small localities in central Syria.” 

Turanshah proved to be a poor administrator, however. ‘Imad al-Din criti- 
cized him for thinking only of amusements in Damascus and for selling large 
quantities of cereals to the Franks to avoid their attacks, even though famine 
was raging in Syria. That transaction, let it be said in passing, was approved by 
Saladin, who simply reproached his brother for not having made a better profit 
from it. Was it to brush Taranshah aside that Saladin persuaded him to accept 
Alexandria in exchange for Damascus and Baalbek? In a letter to his brother 
al-‘Adil, the sultan said he had made that decision to strengthen the Egyptian 
coast, to discourage an eventual attack on the Sicilian fleet, to allow al-Adil to 
be freer in his movements, and to lighten the burden on Syria that year, a pos- 
sible allusion to his brother’s excessive spending. Tiranshah left Damascus for 
Egypt on May 3, 1179. But the climate of Alexandria did not suit him. Subject to 
chronic intestinal troubles, he eventually succumbed to such an attack in about 


June 1180, leaving behind the memory of someone whose great generosity and 
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love of life had drained the coffers. The satirical poet al-Wahrani said that, once 
Taranshah had arrived in Alexandria, he thought only of his own amusements 
and distributed some 170,000 dinars to “buffoons and panders.” That violent 
satire, perhaps dictated by the poets resentment that he himself had not re- 
ceived anything, was nonetheless confirmed by Ibn al-Athir, who said that 
after Tūrānshāh’s death, Saladin had to absorb his debts, which amounted to 
nearly 200,000 dinars.” 

Al“Adil, to whom Saladin also entrusted major responsibilities early on, 
was very different from Tūrānshāh. On two occasions, in 1174 and again in 
1176-1177, al-Adil was charged with quashing the pro-Fatimid rebellions in Up- 
per Egypt. In 1174, when Saladin undertook the conquest of Syria, it was al-‘Adil 
who assumed the heavy burden of representing him in Egypt. Officially, he 
was even considered Saladin’s heir presumptive, as attested by the foundation 
inscription on the citadel of Cairo, whose construction al-‘Adil was given the 
responsibility of overseeing. His name was also pronounced at the Friday ser- 
mon (khutba) in Cairo, immediately after those of the caliph and of Saladin—a 
symbol of his great authority—and ‘Imad al-Din said of al-‘Adil that he was 
“the true sultan of Egypt.” The bond between al-Adil and Saladin was so 
close at the time that in the spring of 1182, four of Saladin’s young sons, born 
between 1173 and 1176—who were therefore between six and nine years old— 
were promised in marriage to four of al-Adil’s daughters, with a dowry of 
twenty thousand dinars for each of them, while Saladin’s daughter was mar- 
ried off to al-‘Adil’s eldest son, an adolescent at the time. That matrimonial 
policy could not show more clearly Saladin’s desire to keep unified the two 
branches of the family on which all his hopes to found a dynasty rested." 

It was apparently at al-‘Adil’s request that, in December 1183, Saladin agreed 
to award him Aleppo in exchange for Cairo. Did al-Adil hope thereby to carve 
out a principality for himself in northern Syria and Upper Mesopotamia? It is 
difficult to make that claim, but one thing is sure: at that time, Saladin could 
not do without his brother, who was exerting a great influence on him. No 
decision of importance was made without Saladin asking for al-‘Adil’s opinion. 
A better administrator than his brother, al-Adil was called on several times to 
resolve Saladin’s financial difficulties. He undoubtedly drew the money from 
the revenues of the Egyptian public treasury but also from his personal for- 
tune, as attested by the loan of 150,000 dinars he awarded to Saladin in 1184 in 
exchange for Aleppo. 
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From the start, Taqi al-Din ‘Umar also played the role of a true brother to 
Saladin, who loved him a great deal, not only because they were near the same 
age but also because Taqi al-Din’s father, Shahanshah, and Saladin had the 
same mother, a situation that, in a polygamous family system, strengthened 
the bond among brothers. Taqi al-Din participated in most of Saladin’s battles 
and even lost a son at the Battle of Ramla in 1177. Another of his sons remained 
a prisoner of the Franks for seven years, having allowed himself to be deceived 
by empty promises, before being liberated by Saladin in exchange for a ransom 
and the emancipation of all the Knights Templar held prisoner by him.” 

It was under Taqi al-Din’s control that the conquest of Cyrenaica and Ifriq- 
iya was launched in 1173, and it was also to his nephew that Saladin entrusted 
the important 1179 mission of repelling the Seljuk sultan of Anatolia, Qilij Ar- 
slan, who was attempting to regain ground north of Syria. In 1178, Taqi al-Din 
received the large territory of Hama in central Syria, a region that remained in 
the hands of his descendants almost without interruption until the mid- 
fourteenth century. In 1182, he stood at the gates of Mosul with Saladin, who 
delivered the city of Sinjar to him, which seems to indicate that from that time 
on Taqi al-Din had some hope of expanding into Upper Mesopotamia. All the 
same, he abandoned that stronghold to al-‘Adil when the latter took possession 
of Aleppo; Taqui al-Din replaced al-‘Adil in Cairo, where Saladin entrusted him 
with the guardianship of the sultan’s son al-Afdal and handed over to him al- 
‘Adil’s former Egyptian possessions, which covered a considerable amount of 
territory.“ In all, the revenues exceeded 700,000 dinars—that is, about 15 percent 
of the total budget of Egypt—if we are to believe al-Maqrizi, and even more ac- 
cording to al-Mansir, Taqi al-Din’s son. In his chronicle, al-Mansur kept the text 
of the diploma that Saladin had given to Taqi al-Din on that occasion, and in 
which Saladin called his nephew “our son,” praised him for the efforts he was 
making against the infidels, and asked him to stand ready to send troops as soon 
as Saladin expressed the need for them.” 

Other members of Saladin’s family aided him, though they did not play as 
important a role as the three already mentioned. His brother Tughtegin was 
granted Yemen a few years after Turanshah’s departure, in about 1183, with the 
understanding that he would restore order and see that subsidies were sent to 
Syria; but his geographical distance allowed him fairly quickly to remove him- 
self from Saladin’s power. The sultan received no response to his many re- 


quests for reinforcements. Buri, the youngest of Ayyiib’s sons, a man of letters 
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and poet when the mood struck him, held the province of Fayyim in Egypt as 
an igta‘, from which he drew more than 100,000 dinars a year in revenues, and 
did battle beside his brother outside Mosul in 182. The next year, his early 
death at the age of twenty-two, during the siege of Aleppo, affected Saladin 
very deeply." 

As of 1175, Taqi al-Din’s brother Farrikhshah also distinguished himself in 
his uncle’s battles, particularly against the Franks, and it was he who was des- 
ignated to succeed Turanshah in Damascus and Baalbek in 1180. Saladin was 
able to count on him to continue the expeditions against the Franks, but in 1182 
Farrukhshah fell ill during one of them and returned to die in Damascus, leav- 
ing behind a reputation as a courageous, just, and generous prince who loved 
letters and poetry. 

The only one to have marked some distance from Saladin at the start was 
his cousin Nasir al-Din Muhammad, Shirkih’s son. Nasir al-Din had shown 
no haste in coming to join Saladin in Egypt, as the other members of his fam- 
ily had done, even though Nir al-Din had taken Homs from Nasir al-Din after 
the death of the latter’s father in 1169. All the same, when Saladin came to 
seize Syria in 1175, Nasir al-Din joined his troops and subsequently fought loy- 
ally at his side in Syria and Upper Mesopotamia. He was even one of the men 
who saved Saladin’s life when the Assassins attempted to kill Saladin while he 
was besieging ‘Azaz in 1176. Saladin gave his cousin the city of Homs as soon 
as it was retaken and granted him all the former possessions of Nasir al-Din’s 
father farther to the east, namely, the oasis of Palmyra and the city of Rahba 
on the Euphrates, both important stops on the route connecting Upper Meso- 
potamia to central and southern Syria.” Nasir al-Din’s designs on the eastern 
territories extended even farther, and in 1183 he offered Saladin a large sum of 
money in exchange for Mosul, which Saladin was then endeavoring to con- 
quer.*° But Nasir al-Din died suddenly in early March 1186. The rumor spread 
that he had been poisoned by Saladin, who had supposedly suspected him of 
wanting to seize Damascus in the event that Saladin did not recover from his 
illness in Harran. Some chroniclers add that Saladin distrusted him because 
Nasir al-Din believed that, as Shirkth’s heir, power ought to have devolved on 
him. Although there may be some truth to these allegations, the facts attest to 
Nasir al-Din’s unfailing loyalty to Saladin, who, after Nasir al-Din’s death, 
granted all his cousin’s possessions to the deceased's young son, twelve years 


old at the time.” 
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The Turning Point of 1186 


Saladin’s illness in Harran, in making him more aware of the problem of suc- 
cession, would introduce major changes into the organization of his states. His 
loyal adviser al-Fadil was among those who encouraged him to entrust more 
power to his eldest sons, who were now at an age where they could govern 
alone or under guardianship. As al-Fadil wrote in a letter to Saladin, the sultan 
could of course count on his brother al-Adil and his nephew Taqi al-Din, who 
were as devoted to Saladin as sons would be, but “each of them also possesses a 
nest with many chicks,” all of whom dreamed of possessing their own territory 
one day. Cautiously and diplomatically, al-Fadil attempted to convince Saladin, 
who had had a brush with death shortly before, that there was reason to con- 
sider assuring his own sons’ futures. 

In reality, upon taking power in Egypt, Saladin had appeared anxious to 
assure himself a large number of descendants. When he arrived in Egypt, he 
was nearly thirty-two years old and, as far as we know, still had no children; 
but in the following years, his concubines collectively gave birth to more than 
one son a year. Within twelve years, from 1170 to 1182, he had fourteen sons. In 
all, he would have seventeen sons and one daughter, not counting the children 
who died in infancy. Thanks to that large male lineage, he was assured of a 
long-lasting dynasty. In 1174, he said of Nur al-Din’s succession that “rulers 
build their kingdom only for their descendants.” In the letters he sent a few 
months later to the Abbasid caliph and his vizier to ask for the investiture of 
Egypt, Yemen, the Maghreb, and Syria, his viewpoint is equally clear: “We 
desire that investiture with all the insignia of power, for us and for our brother 
or son, to whom we shall bequeath power after us, as the guarantee of a lasting 
favor and a renewal of the [Abbasid] message.” 

At the time, since Saladin was not yet assured of having a male lineage that 
would survive him, it was natural for him to imagine investing one of his 
brothers after his death. His entire policy in the early years tended in that di- 
rection. But in 1183, he turned his attention to establishing a system that would 
not go against his sons’ interests. That year, he entrusted the city of Aleppo for 
a few months to his son al-Zahir Ghazi. This son, being only eleven years old, 
was placed under an emir’s regency, and though he had to yield his place rather 
quickly to his uncle al-‘Adil, that brief interlude was a first step toward a distri- 
bution of the territories in favor of Saladin’s descendants. 
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True to his manner of governing, Saladin carried out that distribution cau- 
tiously and in stages. If we are to believe al-Magqrizi, in 1184, when Saladin’s el- 
dest son, al-Afdal, was still in Cairo under Taqi al-Din’s guardianship, Saladin 
considered a total reorganization of his territories. Al-Afdal would govern Da- 
mascus under the guardianship of his uncle al-‘Adil, lord of Aleppo, while Sala- 
din’s second son, al-Aziz, would rule Egypt under Taqi al-Din’s guardianship. 
If one of the young men were to die, he would be replaced by another of his 
brothers, and if one of the guardians should pass away, the other would replace 
him until the young princes came of age.” That organization, though it was 
never applied, shows that Saladin was now concerned about the future of his 
lineage and indicates the importance he granted to Syria, since he wished to 
entrust it to his eldest son, al-Afdal. 

Saladin’s illness in 1186 precipitated things somewhat. When he seemed on 
the brink of death, his brother al-Adil rushed to his bedside. He appeared to be 
one of those who might campaign to succeed Saladin. But in Egypt, the im- 
petuous Taqi al-Din also gave free rein to his ambitions, and in Homs, Shirkih’s 
son Nasir al-Din did not conceal his designs on Syria. All this is encapsulated in 
an anecdote depicting a convalescent Saladin in dialogue with one of his close 
emirs, ‘Alam al-Din Ibn Jandar, who tells the sultan: 


“When the bird wants to build a nest for its young, it heads to the 
top of a tree, to better protect them. But you have delivered the 
fortresses to members of your family and have left your children on 
the ground. Aleppo is in the hands of your brother, Hama in those 
of Taqi al-Din, Homs in those of Shīrkūh’s son. Your son al-Afdal is 
in Egypt with Taqi al-Din, who will drive him out when he likes, 
and your other son here is in the same tent as your brother [al- 
‘Adil], who can do with him what he likes.” “You have spoken the 


truth,” replied the sultan, “but keep it to yourself.” 


Whether this conversation actually took place or whether Ibn al-Athir 
embellished things somewhat is of little import, since it accurately reflects 
how contemporaries understood the new measures taken by Saladin. It must 
be said that the situation in Egypt also led Saladin to reconsider the distribu- 
tion of the territories. Frictions had arisen between al-Afdal and Taqi al-Din, 


who complained that the young prince had interfered with his decisions and 
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had supported Taqi al-Din’s foes. Saladin thus began by recalling his eldest son 
to Damascus, which rather too obviously delighted Taqi al-Din, causing his 
uncle to worry. As for al-Adil, he undoubtedly regretted having exchanged 
Egypt for northern Syria and proposed to Saladin that Aleppo be given to al- 
Zahir, so that al-Adil could return to Cairo to serve as al-‘Aziz’s guardian. 
That solution suited Saladin, because al-‘Aziz, at age fifteen, was himself in- 
sisting that his uncle accompany him.” 

In late 1186, al-‘Aziz, who had lived in Syria since his father had conquered 
it, therefore moved to Egypt, with al-‘Adil as his guardian and al-Fadil as his 
adviser and administrator. Full ownership of the entire province of Qūs in Up- 
per Egypt was granted to him. Al-Afdal, sixteen years old at the time, was re- 
called to Damascus by his father in August 1186, where he received what Sala- 
din saw as a triumphant welcome. He and his mother, along with their entire 
retinue, were installed in a palace of the citadel, and by the end of the year al- 
Afdal married one of his cousins, the daughter of Nasir al-Din of Homs and the 
granddaughter of Shirkth. That matrimonial alliance strengthened the bonds 
with the descendants of Shirkth, whose heir Saladin aspired to be, and at the 
same time neutralized the claims that might have emerged from within that 
branch of the Ayyubid family. 

Saladin also ratified the marriage of his son al-Zahir (fourteen years old), 
now lord of Aleppo, to one of al-‘Adil’s daughters. That union was perfectly con- 
sistent with practices in the Arab Muslim world, according to which marriage 
between first cousins was not only possible but preferred. In that, Saladin was 
respecting a well-established kinship and alliance system, but he was also affirm- 
ing his desire to see his sons succeed him and to maintain around them the fam- 
ily solidarity that had brought him to power. All the same, Saladin left unan- 
swered the difficult question of who would be the head of state, judging no doubt 
that suzerainty would be exercised by his eldest son, al-Afdal, in Damascus. 

Such arrangements were obviously not to the taste of Taqi al-Din in Cairo, 
who almost succumbed to the temptation to take refuge in Cyrenaica. His 
emir Qaraqish al-Armani had invited Taqi al-Din to join him there and to pur- 
sue the conquest of North Africa. That idea did not please Saladin, whose pri- 
orities at the time were directed more toward the conquest of Jerusalem than 
toward that of the Maghreb. Taqi al-Din was thus “invited” to come join Sala- 
din without delay in Damascus in early November 1186; and to erase his 


nephew's bitterness, Saladin generously granted him all his former Syrian 
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possessions,” and added Mayyafariqin, north of the Tigris, between Upper 


Mesopotamia and Armenia. 


Extended Family or Direct Descendants? 


None of the members of Saladin’s family defected from the fight against the 
Franks in 1187 and 1188. His sons participated in their first battles, the two eldest 
in 1187 and al-Zahir in 1188. But his chief auxiliaries were still his brother al-‘Adil 
and his nephew Taqi al-Din, because of their great military experience. Both, 
encouraged by the conquests of the Frankish territories and by the fact that the 
young princes were now of an age to govern on their own, demanded new lands 
from Saladin. Al-‘Adil thus obtained most of Transjordan in 1187,7° while in 1188 
Taqi al-Din added to his Syrian possessions the ports of Latakia, Jabala, and 
Baniyas, between Tripoli and Antioch, as well as an inland fortress.” 

In October 1190, the death of the emir of Irbil during the siege of Acre had 
major repercussions on the distribution of the Ayyubid territories. The emir’s 
brother Muzaffar al-Din Gökböri obtained the city of Irbil, which he had long 
coveted, in exchange for his possessions in Upper Mesopotamia, which Saladin 
granted to his nephew Taqi al-Din.** Henceforth Taqi al-Din found himself in 
charge of a vast dual principality that included, on one hand, central Syria 
around Hama, with a foothold in the Mediterranean and, on the other hand, a 
large part of Upper Mesopotamia. In heading east in early March 1191, Taqi al- 
Din’s first objective was to consolidate his power in his new territories, but 
also, against Saladin’s instructions, to extend his domination in the direction of 
Armenia. It was in attempting to seize Akhlat and Malazgirt, two cities in the 
region of Lake Van, that he fell ill and died on October 10, 1191. His body was 
brought back to Mayyafariqin and was later moved to its burial site in a Hama 
madrasa. His ambitions had therefore taken him far from Saladin’s battle 
against the Franks, and there is little doubt that he intended to carve out a prin- 
cipality in the east for himself and his descendants. Saladin took offense and 
imputed to him part of the responsibility for Acre’s falling into the Franks’ 
hands. Not only had Taqi al Din deprived Saladin of his support in Palestine by 
waging war within the borders of Armenia, but he had also caused a delay in 
the sending of reinforcements by the princes of the region, who were upset to 
see Taqi al-Din attacking their territories. Saladin did not have words harsh 


enough for his nephew, judging that it was the wrong time to be arousing such 
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hostility. And he evoked a Koranic verse to refer to Taqi al-Din’s expansionist 
designs: “Here is a work of Satan” (Koran 28:15). 

His rage quickly gave way to grief when he learned of his nephew's death. 
Taqi al-Din was described by his contemporaries as an experienced prince, cou- 
rageous and generous. ‘Imad al-Din personally attested to that generosity, hav- 
ing himself received from Taqi al-Din two hundred dinars to rebuild his house 
after it was devastated by a fire. The Christian sources are more divided. Bar 
Hebraeus denounces his massacres of Armenian peasants, whereas in Egypt, 
the author of the History of the Patriarchs praises his righteousness and author- 
ity. What is certain is that, with his death, one of the best supporters and most 
valiant commanders of Saladin’s army disappeared.” 

After Taqi al-Din’s death, his son al-Mansur, who was about twenty, could 
have inherited his possessions, but he was ill-served by his tactlessness and 
inexperience. Fearing that his father’s legacy would not be conferred on him, 
he thought it wise to demand a solemn oath from Saladin. The sultan, an- 
gered by what he considered an affront, exclaimed that no member of his fam- 
ily had ever displayed such mistrust. Suspecting his great-nephew of rebel- 
lion, Saladin asked his son al-Afdal to march on al-Mansir’s lands east of the 
Euphrates. Al-Manstr immediately requested the intercession of his uncle al- 
‘Adil. Al“Adil once again used his talents as a negotiator, which allowed him 
to avoid family strife and above all to obtain new possessions. Al-Mansūr was 
allowed to keep part of his father’s Syrian territories but had to give over to 
al-‘Adil all his lands east of the Euphrates and to al-Afdal the ports and for- 
tresses west of Hama.*° 

Whereas al-Afdal emerged with a consolation prize, in spring 1192 al-‘Adil, 
as the most influential person in the family after Saladin, was truly in charge 
of Transjordan and a large part of Upper Mesopotamia. The major centers of 
Cairo, Damascus, and Aleppo, along with the territories that depended on 
them, were of course ruled by Saladin’s sons, now old enough to govern, but 
al-‘Adil held in his own name a principality at the margins of the empire, east 
of the Euphrates in fact, where it was still possible to expand at the expense of 
the Zangid and Artukid dynasties. He added to all his possessions the citadel of 
Qal'at Ja‘bar, overlooking the Euphrates southeast of Aleppo, which had been 
annexed shortly before to his nephew al-Zahir’s territory. After a few hesita- 
tions, Saladin once more agreed to take a territory from his son in response to 


his brother’s demands, thus showing that it was still not possible for him to 
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count on his sons’ strength alone and to totally abandon the conception of a 
power shared among brothers. 

The history of family relations within the Ayyubid family and the distribu- 
tion of Saladin’s territories on the eve of his death clearly show his desire to 
found a dynasty and to consolidate his power by relying on the principal mem- 
bers of his family. Of course, within their borders, the Ayyubid princes had to 
accommodate the emirs, to whom portions of the territory were redistributed 
as igtd‘s, but overall this system allowed Saladin to control quite closely the 
governance of his states. By contrast, in the wake of his death, the difficulties of 
succession that this family policy brought with it would expose its weakness 
and contradictions. 


The Support of the Elites 


If family support was truly at the heart of the political system 
developed by Saladin, it by itself could not assure his success. When he took 
power in Egypt, Saladin had only a handful of emirs behind him. But to unify 
Islam, to get the populations to follow him, to lead the jihad, and to have a 
powerful army at his disposal, it was imperative that he have the support of the 
religious and military elites, who for the most part had previously served the 
Fatimid or Zangid dynasties. 

The support of the ulemas was essential for Saladin in more than one respect. 
It was they who had the power to persuade the population of a ruler’s legitimacy 
and of his fitness to govern. The most preeminent jurists could also affect the 
prince’s actions by promulgating fatwas that acknowledged, or refused to ac- 
knowledge, that his decisions conformed to religious law. Several times Saladin 
made use of such legal consultations, the surest means he had to assure that deci- 
sions that might prove unpopular would nevertheless be accepted. That is what he 
did, for example, before dismissing the Fatimid caliph in 1171, and before ordering 
the execution of the poet ‘Umara in 1174 and of the mystic al-Suhrawardi in r191. 

The religious elites also played an important role in the conduct of the jihad. 
Saladin appealed to them to negotiate truces, draw up treaties, galvanize the 
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troops on the battlefield—they themselves sometimes fought—legalize special 
tax levies, pronounce khutbas from the minbars vaunting his actions, or call sol- 
diers to battle. Ibn Shaddad was exemplary in that respect, dedicating a treatise 
on jihad to Saladin, accompanying him on the battlefield, exhorting the troops 
to fight, raising his lord’s morale, and praising his actions. In 1182 the negotia- 
tions conducted outside Mosul highlighted the role the ulemas could play on 
the political scene: the caliph sent the leader of the Sufis to Saladin as part of an 
embassy. Saladin then appointed al-Fadil, ‘Imad al-Din, and the jurisconsult 
Diya’ al-Din al-Hakkari to conduct negotiations with the envoys from Mosul. 
Among these envoys was an Alid sharif, that is, one who claimed to descend 
from the family of the Prophet, who, for that reason, was greatly respected in 
religious circles.” 

As for the ulemas, they had every interest in supporting Saladin’s policy. 
The measures he took to foster the strict application of religious law and the 
suppression of illegal taxes, and his crackdown on non-Muslims and increased 
monitoring of morals were all of a nature to please them. In addition, Saladin 
continually attested to having the greatest respect for the ulemas, both privately 
and publicly. He personally attended the funeral of Ibn ‘Asakir, a renowned 
Damascene traditionist. On many occasions, he granted the ulemas consider- 
able material benefits, giving them honorific robes and sums of money, and re- 
distributing to them, in the form of waqfs, or donations, goods confiscated from 
his enemies and the proceeds from certain taxes. In 1177, for example, he made 
the decision to give the jurisconsults of Alexandria a portion of the duties im- 
posed on Frankish merchants.’ 

Whereas the ulemas held the key to legitimating the sovereign’s power and 
to seeing that his decisions conformed to religious law, the emirs were crucial 
in achieving military victories. Saladin chose his military leaders carefully, as 
Ibn al-Athir suggests in his account of the events of 1188, following the defeat 
inflicted on the caliph of Baghdad by the Seljuk sultan: 


At that time, I was in Syria in Saladin’s army with the intention of 
participating in the jihad. He received news of the departure of 
the Baghdad army from his couriers and said, “I can foresee your 
bringing the news of their defeat.” Someone present asked him, 
“How is that?” “There is no doubt,” he replied, “that my men and 


my family know more about war than the vizier and have a more 
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obedient following among the army than he does. Nevertheless, 
I do not send one of them in a squadron to war without fearing 
for him. This vizier is not knowledgeable about war and is new 
to wielding authority. The emirs do not consider him fit to be 
obeyed and he has personally undertaken to make war on a val- 
iant sultan. Who with him will obey him?” This was how the 
matter turned out. News came to him of their defeat and he said 
to his followers, “I told you such and such and reports of that have 


now arrived.” 4 


Experience in war and the ability to command obedience from his troops 
were the foremost qualities Saladin expected from an army leader. In the 
choice of his emirs, therefore, he granted more importance to the qualities of 
authority, courage, and endurance than to ethnic, dynastic, or familial factors. 
That explains his pragmatic “outstretched hand” policy toward the most valor- 
ous and most experienced emirs who had served the previous dynasties. Even 
more than the ulemas, the emirs were generously remunerated by Saladin, 
who distributed to them, in the form of iqtda‘s, a large portion of the lands con- 
fiscated from his adversaries or retaken from the Franks. That is how very 
powerful families came into being. On the whole, they remained loyal to their 
ruler, though they went on to pose serious problems for his successors. 


The Immediate Entourage 


In addition to his family, Saladin’s immediate entourage included men of let- 
ters and of religion, foremost among them al-Fadil, ‘Imad al-Din, and Ibn Shad- 
dad, whose names have become familiar over the course of this book, not only 
because of the firsthand information they provide about Saladin’s life but also 
because they were major players in the legal and administrative life of his time. 
I have already spoken of their writings in my introduction. Here I will discuss 
only their personal relationships with Saladin. 

Al-Fadil was undoubtedly the one closest to Saladin, and the trust the sul- 
tan displayed toward him was never betrayed. He bore the title of qadi, not 
because he exercised the duties of a judge, but as an honorific distinction, as 
had been the custom in the Fatimid administration. Having become Saladin’s 


right-hand man in 1171, he accompanied the sultan several times on his military 
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campaigns. Very quickly, however, al-Fadil’s presence in Egypt proved indis- 
pensable for managing the budget and the administration. In the vast corre- 
spondence he maintained with his lord, his respectful devotion and real affec- 
tion always come through. On several occasions, for example, he was anxious 
about the sultan’s state of health. The moral authority al-Fadil was able to hold 
over Saladin sometimes led the qadi to contradict or even fondly reprimand 
him, with all the usual oratorical precautions. Toward Saladin’s sons and neph- 
ews, al-Fadil similarly adopted a paternal tone, not hesitating to admonish 
them on occasion if need be. In return, Saladin often attested to his respect and 
friendship for al-Fadil. At his encampments, he liked to have the qadi at his side 
and had an opening made between al-Fadil’s tent and his own so that they 
could more easily communicate with each other. Saladin did not much care to 
see al-Fadil leave for distant lands and risk his life on the roads, even to com- 
plete the pilgrimage. In 1179, for example, when al-Fadil wanted to go to Mecca, 
Saladin allowed him to leave only under the escort of a few armed troops and 
not before making him swear that he would not stay there permanently but 
would soon return.’ 

In addition to his intellectual and literary talents—a collection of his po- 
ems has come down to us°—and his skills as an administrator, al-Fadil was 
very pious and scrupulous in the application of religious law. It was probably 
under his influence that Saladin ordered that the discrimination measures 
against non-Muslims be once again enforced.’ Al-Fadil was married and had 
several sons, but his true passion was books, which he collected in great num- 
ber in his library. Physically, he was a small man, stunted and hunchbacked. 
He was in fragile health, and his letters record his fatigue. At age fifty, he al- 
ready felt himself growing old and complained of no longer being able to 
travel long distances, probably because of his gout, which caused him a great 
deal of suffering toward the end of his life. His hump gave satirical poets the 
opportunity to mock him mercilessly. Ibn “Unayn did not hesitate to accuse 
him, in very crude language, of every sort of vice.’ In response, al-Fadil was 
content to display publicly a detachment tinged with contempt: “I am not 
afraid to hear the camel roar, so how could I fear the bleating of baby goats?” 
he asserted in one of his poems.’ But it was he who urged Saladin to banish 
the poet. 

‘Imad al-Din’s personality was completely different. It was in the spring of 


1175 that this talented Iranian administrator was introduced to Saladin, thanks 
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to a poem ‘Imad al-Din had composed in the sultan’s honor. A protégé of al- 
Fadil, ‘Imad al-Din was eternally grateful to him: “If I had not been supported 
by him, I would have had no strength; if he had not granted me his favors, I 
would have acquired neither fame nor power. Therefore, throughout my life I 
will thank him for his kindness and will give thanks to him for his generos- 
ity.” By an odd coincidence, ‘Imad al-Din found himself in the service of a 
man whose father was governor of Tikrit when the Seljuk vizier had ‘Imad al- 
Din’s uncle executed there. Of that execution, ‘Imad al-Din, who did not want 
to appear critical of his new master’s family, took care to say that Ayyūb had 
disapproved of it.” 

‘Imad al-Din accompanied Saladin on almost all his military campaigns. 
He kept track of the prisoners and drew up the texts of truces and the many 
missives sent to the caliph, to emirs, and to the sultan’s entourage to inform 
them of his victories, his intentions, or his needs. On certain occasions, ‘Imad 
al-Din was even given the task of conducting negotiations with the Aleppines 
or with the emirs of al-Jazira, a region with which he was very familiar. All 
these missions gave him trouble, as he himself said with a certain frankness. 
Once Saladin had dictated the content of his letters to him, ‘Imad al-Din had 
complete freedom of expression in composing them. He was in fact known for 
his verbal and stylistic virtuosity. He followed the tradition of using rhymed 
and rhythmic prose, a literary genre highly valued in the Arab chanceries. Be- 
yond the preciosity of his style, the information he provided is of enormous 
interest, though he projects an image of himselfas a man full of self-importance, 
sure of his talents: “Every historical event related by someone other than my- 
self will disappear with him; the rumor of that exploit will cease as soon as his 
voice falls silent. But what I report is like the gardens that thrive when the sky 
is covered with rain clouds, like the heavenly body that shows itself when day- 
break pours gold over the silver of the stars.” 

It is true that Saladin had found a choice propagandist in him, a secretary 
whose literary talents contributed greatly toward disseminating the sultan’s 
exploits throughout the Muslim world. More than once, Saladin had occasion 
to show his gratitude by offering ‘Imad al-Din sumptuous gifts: a house, slaves, 
birds of prey. ‘Imad al-Din was certainly less detached from the things of this 
world than al-Fadil. During an expedition, for example, he sold his kit at the 
military marketplace to take advantage of the inflation raging at the time. On 
several occasions, he complained of financial problems or the loss of his posses- 
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sions and even considered leaving Saladin’s service in his final years, a plan 
from which al-Fadil finally dissuaded him.” 

As for Baha’ al-Din Ibn Shaddad, a native Iraqi, he met Saladin for the first 
time in 1184, as part of an embassy sent to Syria by the Zangid prince of Mosul. 
At that time, Saladin attempted in vain to keep the eminent Shafite traditionist 
and jurist by his side, offering him a teaching position at a madrasa in Cairo. 
The two men met again in al-Jazira in 1186, but it was not until 1188, when Ibn 
Shaddad was returning from his pilgrimage to Mecca, that he finally agreed to 
enter the sultan’s service. Ibn Shaddad never left Saladin again, accompanying 
him on the military campaign into northern Syria and remaining at his side 
during the long siege of Acre from 1189 to 1191. Saladin named him qadi of the 
army and gave him the task of exhorting men to pursue jihad. Saladin himself 
enjoyed listening to Ibn Shaddad relate the traditions of the Prophet concern- 
ing holy war and very much liked to pray beside him. 

Ibn Shaddad’s talents as a negotiator played a role in settling more than one 
conflict, both with the emirs of Iraq, whom he knew well, and within the 
Ayyubid family itself. In 1192, it was he who served as a liaison between Saladin 
and his rebellious great-nephew al-Mansur, then between Saladin and his 
brother al-Adil regarding the redistribution of the territories in al-Jazira. In 
late 1192, Saladin left Ibn Shaddad in Jerusalem, after appointing him to the 
post of qadi of that city and giving him oversight of the construction of the 
hospital and madrasa that the sultan had just founded. But a few weeks later, 
perhaps feeling the end of his life approaching, Saladin asked Ibn Shaddad to 
come join him in Damascus. With al-Fadil, Ibn Shaddad was beside Saladin 
during his final moments. After the sultan’s death, Ibn Shaddad continued to 
play an influential role with Saladin’s sons, especially al-Zahir in Aleppo, where 
Ibn Shaddad chose to reside until the end of his life in 1234. 

The great Iraqi scholar ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi met all three men in 1192, 
in the Muslim camp set up outside the walls of Acre. His account illuminates 


quite well the role they played beside Saladin, even on the battlefield: 


I introduced myself to Baha’ al-Din Ibn Shaddad, who was then 
qadi of the army. Since he had heard of the reputation I enjoyed in 
Mosul, he affably received me, set aside what he was doing to tend 
to me, and told me: “Let us go see the secretary ‘Imad al-Din.” ‘Imad 


al-Din’s tent was next to that of Baha’ al-Din. We went to it, and I 
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found him busy writing a dispatch in thulath script to the august 
Diwan [the court of the caliph of Baghdad], without even making a 
draft copy. “This letter, he told me, is for your city.” He proposed 
several questions of speculative theology to me, then said: “Come 
with me to Qadi al-Fadil.” We went to the qadi and I saw a frail 
sheikh, all head and heart. He was writing and dictating to two 
people at the same time. His face and lips were making all kinds of 
movements, trying as he was to find the words. It was as if he were 
writing with his whole body. He questioned me about a verse from 
the Koran...and asked me many other questions, but without 
stopping his writing and dictating.” 


Their presence on the battlefield was not always easy for secretaries, however, 
men more used to manipulating rhetoric and the stylus than the spear and the 
sword. ‘Imad al-Din made no secret of that fact in 1177, while en route to Ramla 
beside Saladin: “The return [to Syria] seemed dangerous to me. I am only a 
man of the pen, not a man of the sword, and I was afraid they might regret the 
result of that raid; the end was far off and the matter difficult. The road was 
nothing but sand, my camels and mules could not carry [what was necessary]; 
that battle was of sabers and not of pens. Each of us must complete his work 
and not overstep his duties.” 

That was the only battle during which he did not accompany Saladin. The 
sultan allowed him to return to Egypt and pray for victory, which led ‘Imad 
al-Din to write: “I was told to go to jihad, but what will that effort bring me? / 
My courage will not strengthen the army, and my bow has no string for its 


arrow. ® 


Within Saladin’s entourage, but on somewhat less intimate terms with him no 
doubt, were a few other scholars, his loyalists from the earliest days, who sup- 
ported him from the time he was first named vizier to the Fatimid caliph. Safi 
al-Din Ibn al-Qabid was one of them. That Syrian administrator, described as 
honest and capable, having stood beside Ayyūb and Shirkth, entered Saladin’s 
service when Saladin was still only the chief of police in Damascus under Nir 


al-Din’s reign. Later, Saladin named him treasurer and made him responsible 
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for the administration of Damascus. Although the luxury in which Safi al-Din 
lived in the citadel did not please the sultan very much, the treasurer remained 
wealthy and influential until his death in 1191. Since he had no heir, he distrib- 
uted a portion of his possessions during his lifetime to his mamluks and, on the 
eve of his death, bequeathed the rest to Saladin.’ 

Also very close to Saladin were the emirs who took his side from the start 
and who offered their support out of loyalty to his family. Qaraqiish al-Asadi, 
a eunuch, freedman, and originally a Christian, formerly in Shirkth’s service, 
occupied a special place.” First named majordomo in Cairo, he later per- 
formed important political and administrative duties. Saladin assigned him 
to guard the family of the deceased Fatimid caliph, which was assigned to 
house arrest, and then, as of 1176, to supervise the implementation of the new 
cadastre. It was to Qarāqūsh al-Asadi as well that was entrusted the construc- 
tion of the Cairo citadel, of the city’s ramparts, and of the bridge spanning 
the Nile opposite Giza, en route to the pyramids. His talents as a prime 
contractor quite naturally led to his being named in 1188 to supervise the re- 
building of the fortifications of Acre. Saladin is reported to have said on that 
occasion: “I see only one man who is up to that important undertaking, to 
the resolution of that grave question, a dynamic man of penetrating insight, 
a man of enlightened understanding, a warring hero, an experienced engi- 
neer, an upright and sagacious man, respectable and quick-witted, one whose 
opinion prevails, who applies himself and succeeds, who is capable, who as- 
sumes the task of overcoming resistance and resolving difficulties. That stead- 
fast man who does not tremble, that immovable mountain, is Baha’ al-Din 
Qaraqish.”"* 

Qaraqish remained in Acre during the long siege of that city by the Franks, 
keeping watch over the wall, always quick to fill the breaches and rebuild the 
sections that had collapsed. When the city surrendered to the Franks in r191, he 
was one of the prisoners taken and was liberated only in October 1192, in ex- 
change for a large ransom,” which he personally went to gather in Damascus. 
It is said that his entire fortune went toward it. He then returned to Egypt, 
where he remained after Saladin’s death in the service of the sultan’s son al- 
‘Aziz. When al-‘Aziz died in 1198, Baha al-Din Qarāqūsh was named regent of 
the young heir al-Mansir, but it appears that his decisions were no longer 
unanimously accepted, and he was quickly replaced as regent by al-Afdal, Sala- 
din’s eldest son. In addition to his courage and determination, Qarāqūsh had 
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the reputation of being a kind man, and he established several pious or chari- 
table foundations. He had an establishment for Sufis built north of Cairo, in the 
district of al-Mags, and a free caravansary for travelers in a northern suburb of 
Cairo, outside the Gate of Conquests (Bab al-Futūh); he also had a well and 
cistern dug at the foot of al-Mugattam Plateau. His contemporaries Ibn Shad- 
dad and ‘Imad al-Din were not sparing in their praise of him, and he has re- 
mained a celebrated figure in the popular tradition of Egypt. 

As a result, it is surprising to read the accounts of those who contested his 
judgments and who placed his intelligence in doubt. Ibn Mammiti, the author 
of a work titled Book on the Foolishness of Qaraqish’s Judgments, was one of the 
most virulent. As the historian Ibn Khallikan rightly remarks, if these stories 
of stupidity had had some foundation, would Saladin have granted Qaraqish 
all his trust? Was this the same Qaraqush, and if so, how are we to explain that 
contradictory view of him? Paul Casanova suggests that we seek the reason in 
the political struggles surrounding the young al-Mansir when a regent had to 
be chosen for him. The historian al-Maqrizi says that the side hostile to Qa- 
raqush’s being regent, when he was already of a very advanced age, took to slur- 
ring him, giving him a reputation for being miserly and wishy-washy.” Within 
that context, it is possible to imagine that Ibn Mammātī, author of the first 
satire against the emir—which inspired a series of others—belonged to the 
clan of Qaraqiish’s adversaries. If such were the case, his success was total, for 
not only did Qarāqūsh have to step down in favor of al-Afdal, but he became 
the very symbol of stupidity in the popular imagination.’ 

Emir ‘Izz al-Din Jawali was also one of Shīrkūh’s former emirs.” It was in 
his tent outside ‘Azaz that Saladin was sitting in 1176 when he was attacked by 
a member of the Assassin sect. Considered one of Saladin’s best officers, Jawali 
fought beside the sultan until his death in 1192, after a fall from a horse.” The 
Kurdish Sayf al-Din al-Mashtib (the Scarred) was also typical of these emirs, 
former companions of Shīrkūh who immediately rallied behind Saladin. His 
loyalty was unfailing, and Saladin rewarded him by handing over Sidon after 
the conquests of 1187, making Sayf al-Din al-Mashtib one of Saladin’s most 
powerful officers. Named leader of the relief garrison that arrived in Acre dur- 
ing the winter of 1190-1191, al-Mashtūb was captured by the Franks in July 11901 
and freed in April 1192, in exchange for fifty thousand dinars, a ransom he had 
difficulty raising. Upon his return to Jerusalem, the sultan received him with 
joy and gave him Nablus and Sebaste. The importance of his role beside Sala- 
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din is accentuated by the fact that he was among those who took an oath with 
the sultan on September 3, 1192, to seal the accord concluded with Richard the 
Lionheart. Two months later, however, he died in Nablus and was buried in 
Jerusalem.* 

At the juncture between religious and military circles, Diya’ al-Din ‘Isa al- 
Hakkari was an unusual figure. A Kurd, he had started out as a Shafite juris- 
consult before pursuing his career in the army. He therefore wore a military 
uniform but kept his ulema’s turban. Having served in Nir al-Din’s army, he 
took Saladin’s side from the start and became his close adviser.” In 1177 the 
Franks took him prisoner, and he remained in their jails for three years. After 
falling ill, he was cared for by a Christian Arab doctor, who had him freed from 
his chains and transported home, standing as guarantor for him. In 1180 Sala- 
din got him released in exchange for a large ransom (sixty to seventy thousand 
dinars). The sultan subsequently made good use of al-Hakkari’s diplomatic 
talents, sending him to negotiate with Pahlaw4n, lord of Azerbaijan, in 1185. 
Similarly, the ties al-Hakkari had established with the Eastern Christians of Je- 
rusalem during his captivity led Saladin to entrust him with negotiations with 


those same Christians in 1187.” 


Winning and Losing Support 


It was one thing for Saladin to count on the support of his family and friends, 
quite another to win over the servants of the fallen Fatimid dynasty and of Nar 
al-Din’s legitimate heir. In Syria, one of the most spectacular cases of someone 
rallying behind Saladin was undoubtedly Kamal al-Din Ibn al-Shahraziri, a 
renowned jurist from a mountainous region east of the Tigris, between Mosul 
and Hamadan. Named chief qadi of Damascus in 1160, he had clashed with 
Saladin when the latter was chief of police, but after Nur al-Din’s death, Ibn al- 
Shahraziri had indicated that he favored reaching an understanding with the 
new lord of Egypt. As soon as Saladin entered Damascus in 1174, he went to pay 
Ibn al-Shahraziiri a visit and allowed him to keep his post, an adroit political 
gesture that won over the Sunni population of Damascus. From that time on, 
Ibn al-Shahraziri was showered with honors by Saladin, who made him one of 
his close advisers. Before his death in 1176, Ibn al-Shahraziri expressed the 
wish to see his nephew Diya’ al-Din succeed him. The sultan had other plans, 


however. Saladin did not alienate Diya’ al-Din, a respected figure and a very 
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good orator, but appointed him official ambassador to the caliph of Baghdad. 
Nevertheless, the sultan gave the post of chief qādī to Sharaf al-Din Ibn Abi 
‘Asriin (also from Mosul), one of the best-known personalities during Nur al- 
Din’s reign. Saladin thereby killed two birds with one stone: he showed his 
gratitude to Sharaf al-Din, who had taken his side from the start, while clearly 
situating himself in Nur al-Din’s wake, at a time when his predecessor's mem- 
ory was still very much alive in Syria.” 

Even when Sharaf al-Din lost his sight a short time later, Saladin decided to 
let him exercise his duties, with the aid of his son Muhyi al-Din and another 
surrogate.”* Sharaf al-Din remained chief qadi of Damascus until his death in 
1191. His son succeeded him, but in 1192 the post was passed on to a third im- 
portant Syrian family, the Bani l-Zakī, who, from the early twelfth to the late 
thirteenth century, provided Damascus with no fewer than seven Shafite chief 
qadis.” In thus naming personalities from influential Syrian families to the 
most prestigious religious post, Saladin assured himself of their support and 
won the adherence of the majority of the population. 

In Aleppo, Saladin likewise attempted to reconcile himself with the local 
ulemas, who were a priori more hostile than those in Damascus because of their 
special attachment to Nir al-Din’s dynasty. His first measures upon entering 
the city in 1183 were intended to reassure religious circles, the Shafites and 
Hanafites in particular. The Shafites were satisfied with recovering the posi- 
tions of chief qadi and preacher in the Great Mosque.” Would the Hanafites, 
especially the Bani l“Adīm, resent Saladin for removing them from control of 
the supreme judiciary, despite the pledges made during negotiations prior to his 
entering the city? It does not seem so. In any event, no hostility comes through 
in the account by the historian Kamal al-Din Ibn al-‘Adim—on the contrary. 
Saladin proved to be very respectful as well of the best-known Hanafite person- 
ality of the moment, ‘Ala’ al-Din al-Kasani, to whom he entrusted control of the 
Hanafite madrasas of the city, that is, the management of their waqfs and the 
appointment of their teachers. Al-Kasani, from Fergana in central Asia, was a 
jurist of very great renown and had moved to northern Syria in about 1169-1170, 
where he taught in one of the most prestigious madrasas of Aleppo.” 

Religious life in Syria was deeply marked by personalities from the east, 
under Nur al-Din’s reign and that of his immediate predecessors. In Egypt, it 
was under Saladin’s reign that immigration from the east became significant. 


In fact, though the functionaries in the Egyptian administration were gener- 
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ally men who had already served the Fatimid dynasty, the ulemas who sur- 
rounded Saladin were often Syrians, Iraqis, or Iranians. There is nothing sur- 
prising about that, since, however necessary continuity may have been for the 
proper functioning of the administration, the new legal-religious orientation 
in favor of Shafism required recruitment from outside Egypt, which was 
emerging from two centuries of Shiite domination.” 

A certain number of Egyptian emirs also chose to rally behind Saladin. 
Despite the purges in the Fatimid army in the early 1170s, of which the blacks 
and Armenians were the primary victims, Saladin did not hesitate to keep the 
most valorous officers in his service. That was the case, for example, for Shams 
al-Khilafa, a man close to the late vizier Shawar. Al-Khilafa was named lieuten- 
ant to Saladin’s brother Tiranshah in Upper Egypt in 1170.” Ibn Masal, the 
former governor of Alexandria, who had delivered the city to Shīrkūh and Sal- 
adin, was also undoubtedly among those who, in 1174, contributed toward foil- 
ing the plot by Fatimid partisans. Saladin seems to have remained very grateful 
to him, since, upon Ibn Masal’s death in 1178, the sultan supposedly exclaimed: 
“I shall never have another friend like him,” before granting all Ibn Masal’s 
possessions to the latter’s son.** 

But the most important case of winning over an adversary was no doubt 
that of Admiral Husam al-Din Lu’lu’, an Armenian freedman. It was to him that 
Saladin entrusted the command of the fleet. The admiral’s victory over the 
Franks in the Red Sea made him famous, and later it was he as well who com- 
manded the fleet sent from Egypt to aid the besieged city of Acre. After the fall 
of Acre in 1191, Husam retired from military life and devoted himself to chari- 
table works. In particular, he had food distributed in al-Qarafa cemetery south 
of Cairo, where a host of poor people were living: every day, twelve thousand 
loaves were thus divided up, twice that many in periods of rising prices.” 

Toward Nir al-Din’s former emirs in Syria and in al-Jazira, Saladin adopted 
the same policy of openness. Every time he had the opportunity, he offered to 
take them into his service, forgiving them for initially having opposed him, 
and he often displayed a great deal of patience toward the most reluctant. The 
career of Emir ‘Izz al-Din Jurdik provides a good example of that conciliatory 
attitude. Jurdik was first sent to Egypt by Nur al-Din, along with Shirkth and 
Saladin. He participated in the murder of Shawar alongside Saladin but decided 
to return to Syria when Saladin was named vizier, probably because he disap- 


proved of that choice. Governor of the citadel of Hama, he refused to hand it 
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over to Saladin in 1175. The sultan nevertheless allowed Jurdik to go to Aleppo 
to negotiate an accord between Saladin and the Aleppines. Immediately im- 
prisoned by Giimiishtegin, regent of Aleppo at the time, Jurdik was freed in 
1176 after the accord concluded between Saladin and the Aleppines. Jurdik de- 
cided, in spite of everything, to remain loyal to his former master’s family and 
remained in the service of al-Salih, Nur al-Din’s young son. When Aleppo was 
taken in 1183, he was one of the negotiators, and once the accord was con- 
cluded, he finally entered Saladin’s service and never left it. He continued to 
battle valiantly beside the sultan and in 1187 was named governor of Acre. Jūr- 
dik likely did not remain there long: during the Franks’ siege of the city, he was 
in the Muslim army outside the city. After the accord signed with Richard the 
Lionheart in 1192, Saladin named him governor of Jerusalem, and Jūrdīk was 
enthroned after the Friday prayer, at the Dome of the Rock.*® 

Other emirs from Aleppo joined Saladin’s ranks after the death of al-Salih 
Isma‘il in 1181. The Banu l-Dāya belonged to a family that had played a very 
important role under Nar al-Din. Majd al-Din in particular, Nūr al-Din’s foster 
brother and adviser, had been named lieutenant in Aleppo and commander of 
the northern Syrian army. He died in 1170, but his three brothers, Shams al- 
Din, Badr al-Din, and Sabiq al-Din, still controlled a large number of fortresses 
in northern Syria at the time of Nur al-Din’s death. They were, however, dis- 
possessed of all their property by the new regent of Aleppo. Thrown into 
prison, they were not freed until two years later, in 1176, thanks to Saladin’s 
intervention. A short time later, Sabiq al-Din received several major fortresses?” 
from Saladin, and his role in the sultan’s service grew continually, to such a 
point that he actively participated in the negotiations with Richard the Lion- 
heart.” Among the other grand emirs of Aleppo who joined Saladin in the early 
1180s was ‘Alam al-Din Ibn Jandar, whom Saladin generously thanked by award- 
ing him the citadel of ‘Azaz in 1183, then the citadels of Darbsak and Baghras 
bordering the principality of Antioch.” Similarly, Badr al-Din Dildirim, who 
received three powerful fortresses north of Aleppo, was one of the chief nego- 
tiators of the accord concluded with the Franks and even seems to have been on 
excellent terms with Richard the Lionheart.*° 

Emirs from eastern provinces also abandoned the Zangid camp to follow 
Saladin once he had demonstrated his might. The most important was no 
doubt Muzaffar al-Din Gokb6ri—son of a former administrator of Mosul— 


who had fought in 1176 at Tall al-Sultan. Lord of Harran in Upper Mesopota- 
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mia, he sought out Saladin in 1182 to encourage him to seize the territories east 
of the Euphrates. Saladin thanked him by handing over Edessa, which he had 
captured that same year, as well as Samosata.“ In the spring of 1185, G6kb6ri 
momentarily fell into disgrace. Saladin, not having received the financial aid 
from him as promised, seems to have suspected him of sympathies toward the 
leaders of Mosul. En route to Mosul, Saladin therefore stopped at Harran, 
where he had the emir imprisoned. Al-Fadil suggests that, at that time, Gök- 
béri demanded the territories belonging to his brother, lord of Irbil, which 
Saladin refused to give him. Saladin’s faithful chancellor remained convinced, 
however, that it was only a misunderstanding attributable to the emir’s exces- 
sive temerity, and he appealed to the sultan to forgive Gökböri in a letter sent 
to one of his trusted men: “I have no doubt that Saladin’s kindly feelings will 
soon appear. . . . The cause of offense is only over-boldness. . . . My absence at 
a time like this, by God, is hard for me to bear and the choice was not mine... . 
But if—and may God forbid it—you see something that requires my presence, 
I will come even if I have to travel by mule and endure the heat even without 
[the shelter of] a tent.” 

The matter was quickly settled, and the misunderstanding dissipated, 
since Saladin had no interest in alienating one of the most powerful emirs in 
the region. That not only would have deprived him of important support but 
also would have upset the other emirs of al-Jazira. Gökbörī therefore spent 
only a few days in prison. Along with his freedom, Saladin returned his terri- 
tories to him, and some time later even granted him the hand of the sultan’s 
sister Rabi‘a Khatiin, whose first husband had just died. Once trust was re- 
stored, Gökbörī was considered one of Saladin’s best emirs. It was to him that 
the command of the left wing of the army in the Battle of Hattin was en- 
trusted, and, the next year, ‘Imad al-Din was unsparing in his praise, describ- 
ing him as the man who “made fire burst forth from the tinder box of victory, 
when he hid his celebrated saber in the enemy’s blood.” Gökbörī had never 
forgiven his brother for having inherited Irbil in his place. His brother's death 
in 1190 finally allowed Gökböri to receive from Saladin an exchange of territo- 
ries (Edessa, Harran, and Samosata) for those of the brother. In November 
1190, Gökböri left Saladin to go take possession of Irbil and never saw the sul- 
tan again.“ 

It is therefore difficult to speak of a real opposition to Saladin on Gök- 


bGri’s part. As for the rare cases of resistance, they were rapidly resolved or 
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skillfully negotiated. In Egypt in 1174, the former Fatimid emir Kanz al- 
Dawla, whom Saladin had named governor of Aswan, led a revolt but was 
quickly arrested and executed. The revolt in Baalbek of Emir Shams al-Din 
Ibn al-Muqaddam almost took a more serious turn. He was a former emir of 
Nir al-Din who, upon the latter’s death, had been named administrator in 
al-Salih’s name. It was Ibn al-Muqaddam, however, who appealed to Saladin 
in autumn 1174 to thwart the ambitions of the Aleppine emirs. For joining 
Saladin’s ranks, he was awarded the governorship of Baalbek. But in 1178 
Turanshah demanded that city from his brother, and Saladin could not re- 
fuse him. Ibn al-Muqaddam firmly opposed him and attempted to resist from 
within his fortifications. Saladin would once more display a great deal of pa- 
tience and political skill. He began by mounting a siege on Baalbek in 1178, 
but without attacking it. His attempts to persuade the emir having proved 
fruitless, he returned to Damascus, leaving one of his emirs to continue the 
siege. The matter dragged on for a few months more. Negotiations finally 
allowed the emir to surrender in spring 1179. Baalbek was taken from him, in 
exchange for other possessions in central Syria,** to which Saladin added the 
governorship of Damascus in 1183. 

That generous solution allowed the sultan to regain the trust of the emir, 
whose loyalty never faltered subsequently. After the taking of Jerusalem, the 
emir asked to go on pilgrimage. Saladin tried to make him delay his plan, but 
in vain. Al-Muqaddam felt himself growing old and did not want to put off his 
trip. As the pilgrimage rites in Mecca unfolded, he exhibited Saladin’s banner 
and ordered the beating of drums, a way to publicly demonstrate the sultan’s 
suzerainty over the holy sites. This greatly displeased the representative of the 
Abbasid caliph, who was leading the Iraqi pilgrimage. A squabble broke out 
between the two camps, and Ibn al-Muqaddam was mortally wounded. He 
died in Mina, a few kilometers from Mecca. It was a grievous loss for Saladin’s 
army.” 

Finally, Saladin had the unpleasant surprise at the end of his reign of clash- 
ing with al-Mansur, the son of Taqi al-Din, Saladin’s nephew and beloved 
brother-in-arms. No doubt this was less a rebellion than a blunder attributable 
to the inexperience of a young man of twenty who had the temerity—not to 
say the impudence—to ask Saladin for an official oath acknowledging the 


young man’s legacy from his father. Saladin took it as a mark of defiance, which 
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he found especially intolerable from a member of his own family. Ibn Shaddad, 
who intervened directly in the negotiations, recounts: 


The sultan [was]...very angry against al-Mansur for having 
caused this trouble in the family. No-one in the family had ever 
feared him before or demanded an oath from him. . .. When al- 
Mansir heard of the sultan’s anger against him, he sent an emis- 
sary to al-‘Adil, asking him to intercede to reconcile the sultan 
with him and asking for one of two lots of territory, either Harran, 
Edessa and Sumaysat [Samosata] or Hama, Manbij, Salamiyya 
and Ma‘arrat [al-Nu‘man], with guarantees from his brothers. Al- 
‘Adil approached the sultan several times, but he would not ac- 
cept this and agreed to nothing suggested. All the emirs inter- 
ceded vigorously with him, which stirred the well-spring of his 
generous spirit... . Later, al-“Adil asked for a signed document 
from the sultan, which he refused. After he had been impor- 
tuned, he tore up the text of the oath on 29 Rabi’ II [14 May]. The 
arrangement was over and discussion broken off. I had been act- 
ing as go-between for them both. The sultan was overcome with 
rage that he could be addressed in such a way on the part of one of 
his grandchildren. ... 

After al-Afdal had set out, al-‘Adil softened the sultan’s heart 
towards the son of Taqi al-Din, whose situation was much dis- 
cussed. The sultan sent me to consult the emirs in the service of 
al-Adil about the case. I gathered them before him and explained 
the matter concerning which the sultan had sent me to them. The 
Emir Abi’1-Hayja’ was deputed to make a reply. “We are his slaves 
and his mamlukes,” he said, “while that person is a boy. Perhaps 
his fear has led him to ally himself with another party. We are un- 
able to combine fighting Muslims with fighting infidels. If the sul- 
tan wants us to fight Muslims, he will make peace with the infi- 
dels, march to those parts and we will fight under his leadership. 
If, however, he wishes to persevere in the Holy War, he will make 
peace with the Muslims and be lenient.” This was the answer of 
them all. 
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The sultan relented and, when I had written a fresh copy of the 
oath for the son of Taqi al-Din, the sultan duly swore it and gave 


him his signed warrant for what had been agreed upon.** 


That account makes clear the combination of diplomacy, prudence, and po- 
litical realism with which Saladin confronted resistance. Although he was 
sometimes overcome by anger, he was also capable, when the interests of his 
states required it, of listening to the advice of his entourage, of negotiating, and 
if necessary of taking back his decisions. That attitude allowed him to defuse 
fairly quickly the few internal crises that arose in his path. 


(am. 


The Elaboration of an Image 


Saladin’s greatest success was no doubt the image of himself 
that he managed to project and which remains alive to this day. It is true that, 
given our sources, nothing is more difficult than to establish a clear distinc- 
tion between representation and reality. The comparison of the accounts— 
Christian and Muslim, Eastern and Western—and of the few archival docu- 
ments that have come down to us through literary sources allows us to extract 
the main lines of his politics and reign, but it is obvious that the discourse of his 
secretaries and panegyrists must be constantly analyzed and decoded, not only 
as a function of the events they relate but also in terms of their intentions and 
influences. Indeed, they consisted not simply of praise addressed to a victorious 
sovereign but of actual propaganda, whose aim was to transmit a message to 
the caliph of Baghdad, to the rulers of the neighboring states, to the population 
itself, and later to posterity. That propaganda was relayed by the texts and by 
royal inscriptions on building foundations, coins, and some personal items. 

Why was Saladin the object of such idealization? Did he himself participate 
in the elaboration of his image, or was it constructed independent of his will? By 
what paths, with what arguments, and according to what models did that image 


come into being? Other great Muslim men, beginning with the Prophet himself, 
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initiated a process ofimage construction, which served as the basis for a certain 
concept of exemplarity. The Sunna of the Prophet—that is, the complete record 
of his conduct, acts, and sayings (the hadith)—have thus come to constitute the 
second source of Muslim law, after the Koran. Some of his successors, such as 
‘Umar ibn al-Khattab (r. 634-644), or the eighth Umayyad caliph, ‘Umar ibn ‘Abd 
al-‘Aziz (r. 717-720), were also presented as models to be followed.’ 

Often the objective of the historians was to provide the sovereigns of their 


time with edifying examples: 


If princes and those who hold the power to enjoin and to prohibit 
familiarize themselves with the biographies of tyrants and oppres- 
sors and see that they are written down in books that people have 
circulated, and that they are transmitted from generation to gen- 
eration, they can observe the consequences of such behavior. . . . If 
they see the admirable biographies of righteous rulers and the good 
reputation that follows them after their death, as well as the pros- 
perity of their country and kingdom and the abundance of their 
goods, they shall approve of that conduct, shall want constantly to 


imitate it and to leave aside what would be contrary to it.” 


That search for exemplarity and for models, whether ancient and presti- 
gious such as the prophets of Islam, or much closer in space and time, was an 


essential characteristic of the elaboration of Saladin’s image. 


The Holy Man and the Ideal Sovereign 


The message to be transmitted was political as well as religious. Above all, 
there was a need to legitimate the authority of Saladin—considered by some to 
be a usurper—by emphasizing his personal virtues and his qualities as a sover- 
eign, one who had concern for the good of his subjects and especially for the 
interests of Islam, a defender of orthodoxy, an architect of Muslim unity. Only 
that unity had given him the means to conduct jihad against the Franks. Just as 
Ibn Shaddad devotes the entire first part of his biography of Saladin to the de- 
scription of his many virtues, ‘Imad al-Din, in his various writings in prose or 
verse, never fails to enumerate the qualities that would provide posterity with 
an ideal image of his master: a just, pious, generous sultan, keeper of the 
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peace, one who is kind toward the disinherited, solicitous of the widow and 
orphan, who knows how to surround himself with good ulemas and officials, 
who has a vested interest in Muslim law, who grants his protection to those 
who deserve it, who loves austerity, a valiant jihad warrior, vanquisher of the 
infidels, destroyer of heresies, defender of Islam, one who is victorious by the 
grace of God, the conqueror of Jerusalem, beloved of his subjects, but one who 
knows how to command fear and respect. “Brightness,” “the dew,” and “hope” 
are a few of the terms applied to him, which give way to “darkness,” “drought,” 
and “weeping” at the time of his death. 

It is likely that these portraits were not merely flattery or rhetoric, and Sala- 
din probably deserved some of the praise. But beyond what might have been 
based in reality, the way his actions are presented, the qualifiers applied to 
them, the virtues attributed to him, the praise heaped on him, and the bonds 
that link him to illustrious figures in the biblical and Islamic tradition stem 
from a dual legacy: that of the holy man and that of the ideal sovereign. In Is- 
lamic hagiographical literature, the Mandqib, or Saints’ Lives, were often com- 
posed by a disciple of a saint or someone else close to him, and were intended 
to perpetuate his memory. The saint’s virtues and miracles were described in a 
series of narratives that retraced his path, from his conception to after his 
death. The biographies of Saladin bear a strong resemblance to that type of nar- 
rative. For example, the prediction made to his pregnant mother that she was 
carrying in her womb “the sword of God” is reminiscent of the signs that an- 
nounce the holiness of an individual even before his birth.* And just as the saint, 
by virtue of his exemplary conduct, is often associated with a scriptural model 
(Moses, Jesus, Muhammad), Saladin is compared to Joseph or Solomon.’ His pi- 
ety is frequently emphasized in his titulature. Saladin is “the just, the learned, 
he who unites the word of faith with the uprightness of the state and of religion 
(salah al-dunya wa l-dīn].” In the inscription he had engraved in al-Aqsa Mosque 
in Jerusalem, to commemorate the construction projects he had ordered there, 
Saladin even adopts the expression “friend [wali] of God,” which, in Islam, is 
generally reserved for holy men.® 

In addition to the influence of hagiographical literature, there is that of the 
Mirrors for Princes, a literary genre that enjoyed great success in the East and in 
the West. That genre, which originated in Islam in the late Umayyad period but 
was heir to a long classical tradition—Persian, Greek, Hellenistic, and to a lesser 


extent, Indian—offered sovereigns a great deal of advice on good government 
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and drew the portrait of the ideal monarch: God-fearing, righteous, just toward 
his subjects, one who surrounded himself with good advisers and honest ad- 
ministrators, one who knew how to conduct diplomacy and war.’ In an anec- 
dotal and moralistic style, the authors of these works combined ancient legends 
and historical information and gave advice to rulers both on the ethics of power 
and on the practical conduct of affairs. Gradually, the material inherited from 
the Hellenistic and Sassanid civilizations was supplemented by elements proper 
to Arab Muslim culture, such as quotations from biblical figures drawn from 
the Islamic tradition and words pronounced by the Prophet, his Companions, 
and the first caliphs. That literary genre, which spread widely throughout the 
Arab Muslim world, was still developing in Saladin’s time, several works of this 
type having been composed in Syria toward the late twelfth and early thir- 
teenth century. 

The influence of that tradition on Saladin’s biographers is obvious. If proof is 
required, we need only examine one of these Mirrors for Princes, composed by 
an anonymous Persian author in Syria in about the mid-twelfth century.’ The 
themes evoked are very diverse and, as often in this type of work, extend be- 
yond advice on governance in the strict sense. In it are also found general rules 
for good conduct and civility as well as more literary aspects, illustrated with 
anecdotes on the interpretation of dreams, strange and wondrous phenomena, 
the education of children, and many other subjects relating to family and social 
life, All these themes are indicative of the close kinship existing between the 
Mirror for Princes genre and what was called the adab—a literary form wide- 
spread in Islamic countries during the Middle Ages—which combined, in a di- 
dactic and entertaining way, everything a gentleman ought to know or possess 
to be considered a good Muslim and to be appreciated for his good manners. 

The ideal sovereign’s virtues and duties are nearly the same as those set out 
in the Book of Counsel for Kings, the first part of which was compiled by the great 
thinker al-Ghazali (d. 1111): absolute submission to God; the protection of or- 
thodoxy; the observance of religious duties; the defense of Islam; modesty; de- 
tachment from the things of this world; consideration for the pious and for the 
ulemas, whose advice must be sought out; generosity; kindness and magna- 
nimity toward one’s subjects; fairness and justice; a sympathetic ear for com- 
plainants; and the repression of exactions perpetrated by one’s delegates or 
lieutenants.” All these principles had their roots in very ancient traditions and 
seem to have directly inspired Saladin’s biographers, as can be seen particularly 
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in the portrait Ibn Shaddad draws at the beginning of his book." I do not mean 
to say that all was just embellishment and propaganda in the writings of Sala- 
din’s close circle. It is simply that these writers found in such works all the 
criteria for good governance, which then allowed them, by emphasizing and 
sometimes exaggerating one character trait or another, to make Saladin’s im- 
age correspond to that presented in the Islamic tradition as exemplifying the 
ideal sovereign. 

Justice in particular, closely associated with respect for religious law in the 
Islamic religion, was always presented as the essential virtue of the ideal sover- 
eign, and Saladin’s image was no exception to that rule. It is clear that he him- 
self administered justice, as those in his close circle attest, but there is no ques- 
tion that they exaggerated his actions in that realm. We are told that he himself 
held court sessions twice a week when he was in Damascus, surrounded by 
jurists, and that he heard the grievances of his subjects.'* Anyone could ap- 
proach him, and no complaint was rejected, including those lodged against the 
rich and powerful. The comparison that can be made to the praise showered 
on other sovereigns, before or after him, invites us to remain cautious about 
the interpretation to be given to these statements. The image transmitted of 
his predecessor Nir al-Din, the “Just Ruler” (al-Malik al-‘Adil) even surpassed 
Saladin’s in that respect. Even in our own time, the Nir al-Din madrasa in Da- 
mascus continues to attract visitors, who appeal to him for justice and, espe- 
cially, for the release of political prisoners. When their wish is granted, they 
light candles beside his tomb. In the footsteps of the historian Ibn al-Athir, 
some go so far as to place Nir al-Din on a par with the first four caliphs who 
succeeded the Prophet, and with the very popular Umayyad caliph ‘Umar ibn 
‘Abd al-‘Azīz.”? 

Everything indicates, moreover, that Saladin, in that realm as in others, 
strove to imitate his predecessor. That, in any case, is how his biographers de- 
pict him, and the anecdotes reported concerning the two sovereigns have 
many points in common. Let me cite as an example the very similar accounts 
in which they are shown dealing with a complaint lodged against them by a 
private individual: they bow to the religious judgment rendered by the qadi, 
have their names cleared, and display the same magnanimity by showering 
with kindnesses the very person who had unjustly accused them." Everyone, 
even rulers and the powerful, must submit to justice. “No fault is more serious 
in the eyes of God than that of kings,” we read in the treatise of al-Ghazali. 
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Whence the custom on the part of the kings of Persia of opening their audi- 
ences with the population’s grievances against the sovereign.” Ibn Jubayr re- 
counts that a mamluk who was enjoying the sultan’s favor came one day to 
demand justice against a dishonest camel driver. Saladin replied: “What can I 
do for you? The Muslims have a qadi who decides between them; over both the 
chief men and the people the justice of our law extends, and its injunctions and 
its interdicts we must alike obey. I am but the servant of the [divine] law. . . . 
Justice will decide for you or against you.” 

Saladin is not only described as a just ruler but is also praised for his clem- 
ency. Ibn Jubayr also reports: “He had just forgiven the crime of someone who 
had offended against him and said, ‘For my part, I would rather miss the mark 
in being merciful than inflict undeserved punishment.” In the twelfth to 
thirteenth centuries, there was nothing original about that topos of the just 
and merciful sovereign. Similar anecdotes were circulating, for example, about 
Sultan Baybars (r. 1260-1277), whom his chancellor and biographer Ibn ‘Abd al- 
Zahir also presented as a merciful, generous ruler respectful of religious law. 

Saladin too was depicted as a generous and magnanimous sovereign. Gen- 
erosity, like justice, is one of the stereotypes of the ideal ruler. Plutarch had said 
of Alexander that he “was naturally most munificent, and grew more so, as his 
fortune increased.”” In the Islamic tradition, the importance granted to gener- 
osity rests as well on many hadith, authentic or apocryphal, such as this: 
“When a generous man stumbles, God takes him by the hand.” 

Saladin’s generosity, however, was far from mere legend. All the Arab au- 
thors, Muslim and Christian, and even his Latin adversaries, point to it. William 
of Tyre says it was one of his most formidable weapons, since it allowed him to 
win the hearts of his subjects. Ibn Shaddad adds that his generosity was so fa- 
mous that there was no point in even dwelling on it. Upon Saladin’s death, he 
says, his treasury contained only one gold coin and a few dirhams.” That gener- 
osity satisfied the emirs and his close circle but also served Saladin’s strategic 
and military objectives. Hence ‘Imad al-Din estimates that, within three years 
(1189-1192), Saladin had offered his troops twelve thousand horses as the Third 
Crusade was unfolding, not counting the money he gave soldiers to care for 
their wounded horses.” The Christian Bar Hebraeus reports this very signifi- 
cant anecdote: when Saladin took Amida, he had the city’s treasure brought in 
and asked his commander in chief to share it by the handful with the emirs and 
troops. He complied by giving a few coins to each one, but Saladin encouraged 
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him to give more. The commander then began to laugh and recounted that, one 
day, Nur al-Din had made a similar request regarding grapes and, as the com- 
mander was beginning to distribute them, Nur al-Din had told him: “Gently. If 
thou distributest them in this manner, grapes cannot come to them all.” Sala- 
din, laughing in turn, replied: “Avarice belongeth to merchants and not to kings. 
Do not therefore distribute them with thy one hand, but with both.” That 
story, whether true or invented, illustrates well the difference in the image the 
two rulers enjoyed: Nur al-Din was perceived by his contemporaries as a virtu- 
ous man, a good administrator, but rather austere, whereas his successor’s 
boundless generosity was judged excessive by some. 

The works relating Saladin’s great deeds were not the only vehicles for con- 
veying that image of the ideal ruler. His titulature, composed of a series of 
honorific titles and laudatory qualifiers, which duly appeared at the top of offi- 
cial documents, on his coins, on the foundations of his monuments, and on 
certain personal objects, contributed to that image as well.”’ Saladin was not 
an innovator in that respect, since such was the habit of sovereigns of his time, 
but the series of epithets and titles appended to his name was intended to un- 
derscore quite particularly his role as unifier of Islam chosen by God, his gal- 
lantry, and his victories over the Franks. The first title he bore, from the start 
of his career in Syria, was “Salah al-Din” (uprightness of religion), which the 
Latins translated as “Salahadinus” or “Saladinus,” the name by which he was 
henceforth known. Many other qualifiers were bestowed on him once his 
power was established: “sultan of Islam and of the Muslims, assisted and aided 
[by God], jihad warrior, warrior on the borders, the one who unites the word 
of faith, subjugator of the worshippers of the cross, devoted friend of the emir 
of believers, reviver of the dynasty of the emir of believers, sultan of Islam and 
of Muslims, lord of glory, power, and resounding victory, liberator of Jerusa- 
lem from the hands of the polytheists, servant of the two noble Sanctuaries.”** 

There was nothing original about that emphasis on a ruler’s victories: it 
was a centuries-old practice. But whereas, in the classical period, a king’s bril- 
liant successes allowed him to be considered a man above men, an intercessor 
between men and God, and sometimes led to his being actually worshipped, in 
Islamic culture the emphasis was rather placed on the humility of the victori- 
ous sovereign, “God's shadow on earth.” ‘Imad al-Din expresses that idea in 
an excerpt written in 1188, after the taking of the castle of Burzayh: “These 
castles we have taken, the fortified places we have seized, if Allah had simply 
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trusted in our personal effort to take a single one of them, it would certainly 
have been impossible, even supposing that all the world’s armies had come to 
our aid. But Allah made the undertaking easy and simple, gave victory and suc- 
cess, and rained down triumph.””° 

The ruler, and the caliph in particular, always drew his power from God 
and was deserving of his position only to the extent that he respected religious 
law. As a result, he was obliged to remain modest before that divine omnipo- 
tence, as the caliph of Baghdad also said, when he bestowed the investiture 
over Syria and Egypt on Saladin in 1175: “Beware of looking upon your efforts 
with admiration, saying: ‘I have conquered all these territories, after many oth- 
ers had given up on them.’ But know that the land falls to God and to His 
Prophet, and after him to the caliph. Merit does not devolve on the slave who 
becomes Muslim but on God, who gives the gift of Islam to his slave.”’” 

The power hierarchy, here very clearly invoked by the caliph, was also re- 
flected in Saladin’s titulature. Expressions such as “devoted friend (or associate) 
of the emir of believers” and “reviver of the dynasty of the emir of believers” 
alluded to Saladin’s role as the caliph’s aide and subordinate, while on coins, the 
name of the caliph always appeared on the obverse and Saladin’s name on the 
reverse.”* 

The exercise of power in the Abbasid world was thus necessarily conceived 
as a delegation of caliphal power. But there were several levels of delegation, 
and the holders of political and military power could be sultans, kings (malik), 
emirs, or atabegs. The title “sultan,” which appeared as a supreme title in the 
mid-eleventh century and was bestowed for the first time by the Abbasid caliph 
on the Seljuk Toghril Beg, was indisputably the highest title that a Muslim 
prince could receive. It was reserved for the main branch of the Seljuks of Iran 
and Iraq until the mid-twelfth century, when the Seljuks of Anatolia and the 
Khwarezmians of central Asia appropriated it as well. In Saladin’s case, the use 
of that title was more complicated. When he was vizier in Cairo, he received 
from the Fatimid caliph the title “al-Malik al-Nasir” (the king who brings his 
aid) and was called “al-sultan,” as the viziers of that dynasty traditionally were,” 
though that title did not have the same importance as in the Abbasid world. 
Perhaps that is the reason Saladin is often called “sultan” in the literature of his 
time, though some Syrian and Iraqi authors apply that term to him only with a 
certain caution. The Aleppine historian Ibn al-‘Adim, for example, designates 
him thus only after the conquest of Aleppo in 1183, calling him before then only 
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by his title “al-Malik al-Nasir,” to mark clearly the beginning of his reign over 
northern Syria. Ibn al-Athir calls him simply “Salah al-Din” and reserves the ti- 
tle “sultan” for the Seljuk rulers of Iran and Iraq. 

Although many historians adopted the habit of calling him “sultan” from 
the late twelfth century on, that title was never officially bestowed on him by 
the caliph of Baghdad, and Saladin never had it inscribed on his official docu- 
ments, his monuments, or his coins. The title “sultan of Islam and of the Mus- 
lims,” frequently mentioned in his titulature after the early 1180s, and the rarer 
title “sultan of the Muslim armies,” do not have the same political significance, 
as Nikita Elisséeffhas shown in his study of Nir al-Din’s titulature. To function 
as a supreme title, the term “sultan” had to appear alone at the beginning of the 
protocol, preceded by “our master” (mawldna al-sultan) or followed by al-Malik 
(al-sultan al-Malik al-Nasir). 

For Saladin, such was not the case,’ with the possible exception of nine 
magic copper cups fabricated in Mecca and now housed in various museums 
and private collections. These cups, almost all identical in style and dating to 
1184, are covered with inscriptions that indicate their many healing powers: 
for scorpion bites and snakebites, fevers, migraines, labor pains, rabies, dysen- 
tery, epilepsy, bewitchment, unruliness in children, and so on. They also 
contain an inscription that begins, “our master the sultan.”” The title of sul- 
tan was thus cast in relief at the head of the protocol. The date and place of 
manufacture of these objects suggest that they may have been offered to Sala- 
din by his brother Tughtegin, who had been sent to Yemen shortly before- 
hand, or by the emir of Mecca, or by some rich Muslim pilgrim. But Gaston 
Wiet has called that attribution into question, rightly pointing out that nei- 
ther the title “al-Nasir” nor that of “Salah al-Din” is given. The very expres- 
sion “our master the sultan,” which appears on no other inscription referring 
to Saladin, does not encourage us to recognize these inscriptions as an allu- 
sion to him.” These cups were quite probably manufactured posterior to Sala- 
din by an artisan who wanted to attribute them to him but who nevertheless 
reproduced a titulature closer to those in use during his own time than to 
those used in Saladin’s era. That hypothesis is confirmed by Eva Baer’s obser- 
vation that the practice of decorating metal objects with long inscriptions 
mentioning the name and titles of their owner did not spread to Syria and 
Egypt until the early thirteenth century, reaching its apogee in the Mamluk 


period.*? Many indications therefore lead us to believe that these cups were 
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not intended for Saladin. In any case, they cannot be used as a basis for attest- 
ing that he officially bore the title of sultan. 

The situation began to change in the last years of the twelfth century, with 
the disappearance of the Seljuk dynasty of Iran and Iraq. The title “sultan” lost 
a great deal of its value at the time and was borne by many Muslim rulers, who 
no longer waited for the caliph to grant his official acknowledgment of it. So it 
was that a number of Ayyubid princes—and not only the major figures of the 
dynasty—had it included in their titulatures.** In the fourteenth century, when 
the Abbasid caliphate of Baghdad had disappeared and there was only a puppet 
caliph in Cairo, the Egyptian author al-Subki established a hierarchy between 
the sultan, the king (malik), and the emir, on the basis of the size of the territory 
each controlled. That is why, in his view, Nir al-Din, unlike Saladin, had never 
been a sultan.” But at the time, this view was far from the political conception 
of the Seljuk sultanate. 

Allin all, though Saladin’s titulature tended to grow more impressive over 
the years, it remained relatively modest compared to that of his successors and 
some of his contemporaries whose power was inferior to his own.*° Before 
him, Nur al-Din had used many more epithets, especially those that high- 
lighted his qualities as a pious and ascetic ruler. Saladin primarily chose the 
honorific titles that underscored his role as unifier of the Muslims, jihad war- 
rior, and aide to the caliph, thereby indicating his priorities where his actions 


were concerned. 


Saladin, Joseph, and Solomon 


“His forces of jinn and men and birds were called to Solomon’s presence, and 
ranged in battle array. When they came to the Valley of the Ants, an ant said: 
‘Go into your dwellings, ants, lest Solomon and his warriors should unwit- 
tingly crush you’” (Koran 27:17-18). 

Saladin is often compared by his panegyrists to Joseph and to Solomon, 
two biblical figures with a significant presence in the Koran and in religious 
literature, but also in several edifying tales popular during the Middle Ages 
that recount the life of the pre-Islamic prophets. The respect surrounding Solo- 
mon in the Koran and the great success the different versions of these tales met 
with explain why Muslims often used them to defend a cause, a venerated indi- 
vidual, or a charismatic leader. The story of Moses and the pharaoh, for exam- 
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ple, served as a point of reference for the first Shiites, who, within the context 
of their anti-Umayyad propaganda, identified with the small number who did 
not apostatize while Moses was on Mount Sinai.” Imam al-Shafi'i, founder of 
the legal school that bears his name, was compared in Saladin’s time, or shortly 
thereafter, to the prophet Noah, to justify the program for restoring Sunnism 
set in place in Egypt after the fall of the Fatimids. Just as Noah knew how to 
lead and preserve a minority of elect who remained faithful to God, so too 
those who would follow al-Shafit would remain faithful to Sunni orthodoxy 
and would put an end to the Shiite heresy. That comparison is reflected even in 
the architectural design of his mausoleum, built in Cairo in 1211, where one of 
the pendentives of the cupola still contains a verse from the Koran evoking 
Noah, and a bark similar to Noah’s ark appears at the crown.** 

In Saladin’s case, there are many reasons for the comparison to Joseph and 
Solomon. Although homonymy and the similarity of situations certainly played 
an important role, it is obvious that this choice also reflected a political and reli- 
gious ideology. Solomon, alongside Abraham no doubt, has been one of the 
most popular biblical figures in the Muslim world, from the Iberian Peninsula 
to central Asia and from the Middle Ages to our own time. Countless pilgrim- 
age sites are associated with his memory. In Syria-Palestine, his memory is ven- 
erated in the city of Jerusalem, but also in Gaza, where he is believed to have 
been born; in Hebron, whose first structure he built; in Tiberias, near where he 
is said to have constructed a hydropathic establishment; and in Baalbek and Pal- 
myra, which were supposedly built by him. The geographer Yāqūt said, with a 
certain lucidity, that every time the residents of a place did not know the origin 
of an astonishing piece of architecture, they attributed it to Solomon aided by 
jinn.” He is designated in the Koran as a true apostle of Allah, a divine messen- 
ger, and a prototype of Muhammad, and his image has always been that of a 
sovereign ruling over a vast kingdom: just, cautious, perspicacious, chosen and 
aided by God, from whom he received many powers over nature and demons.*° 
“To Solomon We subjected the raging wind,” says the Koran (21:81), which the 
caliph quotes in his 1175 letter of investiture to Saladin to evoke the fleet he 
would have to equip. 

In the Islamic tradition, Solomon is also associated with the founding of 
Jerusalem and the construction of the Temple, at the very site where the Dome 
of the Rock and al-Aqsa Mosque were erected in the Umayyad period. Of the 
many legends about him, one even claimed that he was buried in the Dome of 
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the Rock. It is therefore not surprising that Saladin’s entourage chose that em- 
blematic figure to highlight his actions as a just ruler, conqueror of Jerusalem 
and vanquisher of the Franks. 

Despite what we could be led to think, however, that identification predates 
the taking of Jerusalem. After the capture of Aleppo by Saladin in 1183, it already 
found expression in the adoption of Solomon’s principal attribute, his famous 
seal, or ring-talisman, composed of a six-pointed star. The silver coins Saladin 
struck in that city were all decorated with that motif, with inside it an inscrip- 
tion in the name of the caliph and in Saladin’s own name. That motif was used 
only for Aleppine coinage, with the exception of a few silver coins struck in Up- 
per Mesopotamia.“ Saladin’s choice certainly had symbolic value. The impor- 
tance Aleppo assumed in his eyes, the resistance the city mounted against his 
expansion, and its surrender after negotiations were somewhat reminiscent of 
the account in the Koran of the confrontation between the queen of Sheba and 
Solomon and also of the negotiations that finally allowed the king to take over 
the kingdom he so coveted.” In displaying the seal of Solomon on coinage, a 
quintessential symbolic object of the ruler’s power and legitimacy, Saladin iden- 
tified with a figure whose authority and power were respected by all Muslims. 
In about the same period, the six-pointed star, along with other symbols of 
power, such as the lion and the sword covered with a shield, also adorned the 
monumental entry to the fortress of Sadr that Saladin built west of the Sinai 
Peninsula. That motif is even found in the shape of the oculi in the fortress’s 
bath.*? 

Other allusions to Solomon come through in accounts of Saladin’s exploits. 
Al-Fadil wrote in December 1172 that the Nubians resembled the “ants crushed 


by Solomon,‘ 


a clear allusion to the Koranic verse previously cited. And ac- 
cording to ‘Imad al-Din, the reconquered Jerusalem was the object of Saladin’s 
solicitude because it was the third holy city of Islam, but also because it held 
“the throne of Solomon and the oratory of David.’ The image that emerges 
from these statements is of Saladin as a new Solomon protected by God, a power- 
ful and just ruler whom no one resists, the new founder of Jerusalem.*° 

The comparison between Saladin and Joseph, by contrast, was dictated 
more by homonymy—Yisuf, Saladin’s given name, is the Arabic translation of 
“Joseph”—and by a resemblance between certain episodes in their lives.“ In 
Egypt, many places preserved the memory of Joseph and became pilgrimage 
destinations for the Jews, Christians, and Muslims. His grave, by tradition lo- 
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cated in a village near Nablus, attracted many visitors.** Joseph is an important 
figure in the Koran, where he appears as a precursor to the Prophet Muham- 
mad, embodying knowledge, clemency, and uprightness, and preaching faith 
in a single God. Sura 12 bears his name and recounts his story in a narrative 
strongly influenced by the Jewish and Christian traditions but also marked by 
ancient Egyptian and Greek legends. As a result, Joseph enjoyed great success 
in later Arab Muslim literature, both religious and profane. 

Authors liked to make Saladin a new Joseph, linking not only their names 
but also those of their fathers, Ya‘qab (Jacob) and Ayyūb, which sound similar 
and which poets rhymed with each other in their verse. Like Joseph, Saladin left 
Syria-Palestine more or less against his will to settle in Egypt; like him, he sent 
for his father and brothers.*” One of Saladin’s letters to his brother Taranshah 
begins with this verse from the Koran (12:90): “I am Joseph, . . . and this is my 
brother. God has been gracious to us. Those that keep from evil and endure 
with fortitude, God will not deny them their reward.” Like Joseph, who came 
from nothing, Saladin rose to be the ruler’s right-hand man and governed 
Egypt. He overthrew the Fatimids and seized power: “The kingdom of Pharaoh 
hath come to an end, and that of Joseph hath begun,” wrote Bar Hebraeus.” Jo- 
seph’s uprightness and moral qualities were compared to Saladin’s actions on 
behalf of law and justice. The poet al-‘Arqala evokes Saladin’s appointment to 
the position of chief of police in Damascus by alluding to the well-known story 
of the wife of Potiphar trying to seduce Joseph: “Be careful, thieves of Syria, 
that’s the advice I can give you. Watch out, for behold the namesake of the 
prophet Joseph, lord of intelligence and beauty. Friends, if one cut women’s 
hands, the other cuts off men’s hands.” The very title that Ibn Shaddad gave to 
his biography of Saladin, The Book of the Sultan’s Rare Deeds and the Blessings of Jo- 
seph, is revealing. Al-Fadil as well, on the occasion of the birth of Saladin’s 
twelfth child, rejoiced that God had granted Saladin one more star than Joseph, 
who, as the Koran reveals (12:4), saw eleven stars bow down before him. Upon 
his master’s death, al-Fadil also wrote: “The night the sultan died, someone 
heard a voice in a dream saying: ‘Last night, Joseph left his prison, which is in 
keeping with the saying of the Prophet: “This world is a prison for the true be- 
liever and paradise for the infidel.’ In fact, our Joseph—may God have mercy on 
him—was in prison here below, compared to the place he occupies in the next 
world. May God have mercy on his soul and open paradise to him: that is the 


supreme victory on which the sultan had his heart set!””? 
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Of course, the comparison had its limits. Joseph’s pacifism was a long way 
from Saladin’s jihad, and Saladin impoverished Egypt much more than he 
filled its coffers. But that was not the view of his panegyrists, who, to glorify 
their master’s actions, selected only the aspects that linked the two men, both 
of whom were chosen and rewarded by God. Both were his faithful servants 
endowed with wisdom and knowledge, and both were defenders of the “true” 
religion of Abraham.” 

The identification of a ruler with a pre-Islamic prophet venerated by Islam 
has several objectives. First, it links him to a model of sainthood, since saints 
often appear as the heirs to one or several prophets. Second, it gives the ruler a 
model to follow and may influence his behavior. Finally, it is an excellent pro- 
paganda tool for affirming his legitimacy and authority in the eyes of a popula- 
tion steeped in these images of prophets, not only through a vast legendary 
literature but also, and perhaps above all, thanks to the popularity of the many 
pilgrimage sites in Syria-Palestine and Egypt linked to the memory of these 


great religious figures. 


A Flawless Sultan? 


It appears at first sight that Saladin’s good qualities and virtues were given 
more prominence than his flaws. Yet there is in the sources no dearth of allu- 
sions, more or less veiled, to some of his weaknesses, often presented as the 
reverse side of his positive qualities. Moreover, Saladin’s errors are sometimes 
emphasized to show his inclination to recognize and right his wrongs, and 
therefore further highlight his merit. 

His generosity, for example, is sometimes judged excessive, and he is criti- 
cized when it leads to lack of foresight and poor administration. In 1187, for 
example, his loyal secretary ‘Imad al-Din laments the dispersal of the wealth 
of the city of Acre, which had recently been reconquered: “If someone had 
taken the care to store up all that booty, to collect all those supplies, to cen- 
tralize in the public treasury those goods of every sort and of such high value, 
we might have had a reserve for the days of trial, a basis for the success of 
future undertakings.” 

Saladin had the opportunity to respond to that accusation, since the pas- 
sage was read out in his presence in 1192. He shifted responsibility for the waste 
onto his son al-Afdal, his nephew Taqi al-Din, and the Kurdish emir Diya’ al- 
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Din al-Hakkari. That response, however, only half persuaded the historian Ibn 
al-Athir, who believed that Saladin and his son distributed the great wealth of 
Acre much too generously to their entourage.” ‘Imad al-Din implicitly made 
the same reproach during the reconquest of Jerusalem. He estimates the ran- 
soms paid by the Latin patriarch and the widows of Amalric and Reginald of 
Chatillon at two hundred thousand dinars, a considerable sum that Saladin al- 
lowed to slip through his fingers.” He also reports the words of al-Adil, who 
said that he had seventy thousand dinars delivered to Saladin one evening, but 
that in the morning his treasurer came back to ask for money, because every- 
thing had been distributed during the night.” He adds that, after the taking of 
Jerusalem, Saladin continued to distribute gifts and largesses: “His generosity 
was censured a great deal, what he distributed far and wide was found to be 
excessive, but he replied: ‘How could I refuse those who deserve it as their due? 
What I spend, ultimately I keep. When someone deserving accepts something 
from me, he does me a favor, since he delivers me from what was entrusted to 
me and releases me from that obligation: what I have at my disposal I hold in 
trust for those worthy ofit. ”” Beyond Saladin’s excessive generosity, it was his 
lack of organization and foresight that was being denounced. Even Ibn Shad- 
dad remarks that the employees at the public treasury were sometimes obliged 
to conceal money to cover the most urgent expenses, knowing that otherwise 
Saladin would immediately spend it.*” 

Saladin’s image as a sovereign who always lent a sympathetic ear to his 
people sometimes also suffered. In late 1188, when he was besieging the fortress 
of Safad, a delegation of Egyptian notables arrived to see him. Saladin com- 
plained at the time that he was constantly being pestered by complaints and 
even considered sending the men away: “Before my time, subjects used to fear 
rulers, flee them, and were afraid of meeting some misfortune because of 
them. Today, they crowd around us and come to see us so much that they an- 
noy and tire us. As soon as we set off on horseback or on foot, they vie with one 
another in the stories they have to tell and make us dizzy with their distress.” 

Al-Fadil gently lectured him and reminded him of his duties, saying: “You 
ought to be the first to thank God for that blessing. . . . Today, it is you who are 
the sultan of all, and God has directed toward you and your good actions the 
hopes of seeing them carried out. All these various people have assembled 
outside your door and have come to you because, after God, they find no one 


but you and your liberality. Therefore, be generous toward your visitors!” °° 
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Saladin, we are told, hastened to heed that appeal, swearing he would never 
again close his door to anyone making a request of him. 

Saladin was also not always the just, kind, and magnanimous sultan whose 
image has come down to us. Ibn al-Athir accuses him, at the beginning of the 
sultan’s reign, of having closed his eyes to the exactions by his emirs and sol- 
diers in Damascus, a departure from Nir al-Din’s irreproachable administra- 
tion of justice. Saladin, alerted by his close circle, corrected himself, we are 
told, and righted his wrongs. The same historian adds that the councils held by 
the two rulers were very different in nature. In Nir al-Din’s, only religion and 
jihad were discussed. In Saladin’s, by contrast, the racket made during disputes 
was so deafening that the great traditionist Ibn ‘Asakir, when he attended one 
in Damascus for the first time in 1174, could not make himself heard. When 
Saladin later asked him the reasons for his absence from the council, he replied: 
“I observed that your council resembled a souk council, where no one hears 
anyone else. In those of Nur al-Din, everyone was serious and respectful, and 
when someone spoke the others were quiet and listened to him.’ Then Saladin 
asked his companions to conduct themselves better in Ibn ‘Asakir’s presence.” 

Some doubts might arise about Ibn al-Athir’s objectivity, given his bias in 
favor of the Zangids, but it should be noted that the aim of his remarks is not 
solely to denigrate Saladin, since each time he adds that Saladin made amends. 
It is rather the sultan’s lack of governmental experience that is pointed out, at a 
time—the very beginning of his reign—when he must have appeared to the 
population to be more soldier than sovereign. In any case, the speed with 
which Saladin endeavored to respond to these criticisms shows how concerned 
he was to polish his image and to model it as much as possible on that of Nir 
al-Din. 

Saladin also knew how to be ruthless in the punishments he meted out to 
his enemy prisoners, and on certain occasions he did not recoil from the use of 
violence. Violence was an inherent part of the world in which he lived. But at 
the state level, violence, to be justified, had to obey certain rules and was on 
principle limited by religious law, which the ruler more than anyone else was 
obliged to respect. In this case, however, it is necessary to distinguish between 
two types of violence. That practiced in war, particularly in the fight against 
the infidels, was not only legitimate but recommended, to assure the victory 
and security of Islam. The violence that a sovereign committed within his own 


territory against prisoners, rebels, or heretics was more questionable and often 
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gave rise to legal precautions and ideological justifications. In that case, it was 
better to take the advice of competent jurists, whom the sovereign would ask 
to issue a fatwa to legitimate the violent act he was preparing to commit. Sev- 
eral times, Saladin asked the ulemas for fatwas that would allow him to exe- 
cute prisoners, such as the pro-Fatimid poet al-‘Umara, accused of rebellion in 
1174, or the Iranian mystic al-Suhrawardi, charged with heresy in 1191.6 Other 
times, the violence against prisoners was justified simply because they had 
breached the rules of honor on which the society of that time was founded, in 
both the East and the West. So it was that the execution of Vizier Shawar, 
which marked the beginning of the Ayyubid dynasty in Egypt, was justified by 
his treason and treachery. Similarly, the decision to have Reginald of Chatillon 
beheaded after the Battle of Hattin was legitimated by his continual violation 
of the truces he had signed. Finally, Saladin’s violence against the Frankish 
prisoners who fell into his hands after the Franks retook Acre in 1191 was moti- 
vated primarily by the massacre of Muslim prisoners carried out despite the 
promises that had been made. 

But beyond that “legitimate” violence, Saladin also allowed himself to be 
tempted by more ordinary violence and was sometime called to account by his 
close circle. It was ‘Imad al-Din who boasted of setting him back on the right 
path in 1176 during the siege of ‘Azaz, when troops seized one of the Aleppine 
cavalrymen who were harassing Saladin’s army. The sultan wanted to have the 
cavalryman’s hand cut off like a common thief, but ‘Imad al-Din remarked that 
such behavior was contrary to religious law. Saladin accepted the reproach and 
changed his attitude. His cousin, having arrived as this was happening, was 
outraged at what he called an act of cowardice, but the sultan lectured him and 
calmed his anger.” 

‘Imad al-Din’s account was likely intended as much to present himselfin an 
advantageous light as to point out the virtues of a sovereign who, having re- 
gained his self-control, recovered his calm and uprightness. ‘Imad al-Din nev- 
ertheless gives a glimpse—in spite of himself as it were—of a reality on the 
ground that was very different from the ideal image of Saladin diffused else- 
where. That reality is illustrated by another anecdote reported by the same 
author. In 1178, when Saladin was in Syria, Frankish prisoners were brought to 
him. He ordered all of them executed by ulemas. The prisoner whom ‘Imad 
al-Din was supposed to kill with his own hands was a young boy, whom he 


asked to keep as a slave and who was finally exchanged for a Muslim prisoner. 
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That practice of having prisoners executed by religious notables was not peculiar 
to Saladin, but al-Fadil condemns it in the name of Islamic law, which prohib- 
its the execution of defenseless captives.® 

Saladin was also reproached at times for his intransigence. When he re- 
fused to respond to the demands of the embassy from Mosul headed by Nir 
al-Din’s daughter in 1185, he attracted the disapproval not only of the residents of 
Mosul and the followers of the Zangids but also that of al-Fadil, to such a degree 
that Saladin regretted having lost “both his good reputation and his chance to 
take the city” at that time.® Some even suspected him of having been behind the 
death of his cousin Nasir al-Din Muhammad of Homs in 1186. That accusation is 
difficult to verify and is contradicted by Saladin’s attitude toward his cousin’s son 
and heir; it should probably be ascribed to Zangid propaganda. 

A few accounts also give a glimpse of a less courageous Saladin than the 
one usually depicted. ‘Imad al-Din and Ibn al-Athir relate the fear that took 
hold of him after the assault on his person by the Assassins during the siege of 
‘Azaz. At the time, he had a wooden tower constructed outside his tent and 
slept in it, no longer allowing strangers to approach him. 

At the military level, tactical errors were several times imputed to Saladin. 
In 1187 Ibn al-Athir attributed to him full responsibility for the failure of the 
siege of Tyre, saying Saladin was wrong not to take the city, given that it was so 
defenseless, and to have allowed such a large number of Franks to take refuge 
there, which allowed the city to await the arrival of reinforcements from the 
West.” Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi was of the same opinion, judging that Saladin’s decision 
to let the Franks of Jerusalem leave for Tyre was an error with serious conse- 
quences: it allowed the fall of Acre during the Third Crusade and the massacre 
of Muslim prisoners. It would have been better, according to Sibt Ibn al-Jawzi, to 
propose that the Franks convert to Islam and to kill them if they refused.* 

Even ‘Imad al-Din, usually so laudatory of his master, implicitly reproaches 
Saladin for his tactical errors, such as the one he committed in late August 1191, 
when he did not respond to his son’s appeals for his help in wiping out the 
Franks marching southward, between Acre and Haifa.® Other veiled criti- 
cisms can be discerned in ‘Imad al-Din’s lamentations when Saladin ordered 
the fortifications of Ascalon destroyed in ror: “If care had been taken to restore 
[the city] from the day it was taken and held, its strength would not have been 
impaired, its hand would not have withered away, its tip would not have been 
blunted, and we should not have tired of loving it.””° 
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Similarly, when Saladin retook Jaffa in 1192, he spared the citadel, giving 
Richard the Lionheart time to return and seize the city. “Regret is pointless 
when the opportunity is lost. If the sultan had refrained from trusting them, if 
he had continued to weaken them, we would certainly have demolished that 
citadel to its foundations and would have swept that piece of terrain clean.”” 

On other occasions, it was Saladin’s lack of authority over the troops that 
was implicitly criticized, as in Burzayh and Latakia in 1188, where the looting 
was deplored,” or in 1191, when his weary troops outside Acre balked at provid- 
ing him with the aid he needed to take the enemy by surprise and save the 
city’s Muslim garrison.” Similarly, in September 1191, Saladin was met with his 
emirs’ refusal to defend Ascalon as he would have liked. Their reply: “If you 
wish to hold the place, then come in with us yourself and one of your older 
sons. Otherwise none of us will enter lest we suffer what the men at Acre suf- 
fered.” Saladin had to resign himself to having the city destroyed.” 

The situation was hardly better in Jaffa in July 1192, when Saladin did not 
succeed in mobilizing his troops—they were too busy looting the city—to 
seize the citadel before Richard the Lionheart came to its aid. The undisci- 
plined conduct of the soldiers slowed the evacuation of the citadel by the 
Franks, who had agreed to surrender, and ultimately allowed the English ruler 
to regain the upper hand. Ibn Shaddad does not neglect to point out that Sala- 
din should have demonstrated more intransigence toward the garrison of Jaffa 
and that the sultan was of his opinion, but that the army was little inclined to 
obey him. Ibn al-Athir is even more explicit when he describes the squabbles 
within the Muslim army itself between Saladin’s emirs and his own mamluks, 
all fighting over the booty.” 

An attentive reading of the sources, then, allows us to discern, though at 
times not without difficulty, what Saladin’s likely weaknesses were. But it is 
clear that the image that emerges from these sources is much more positive 
than negative, even in the works of authors who prove most critical of him. Our 
attempt to portray that image without losing sight of the propaganda of which 
it was part does not signify that Saladin possessed none of the virtues attributed 
to him. In comparing the historical witnesses, especially the sources that are a 
priori less favorable to him, it is possible to conclude that some of these qualities 
must be attributed to him. But the emphasis placed by his close circle on glorify- 
ing his virtues and actions means that, to govern, Saladin had to attend to his 


image and make it correspond as much as possible to the widely diffused one of 
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the ideal ruler, defender of Islam and protector of his subjects. That was espe- 
cially important in Saladin’s case because he had before him many adversaries 
and had to erase from the collective memory his absence of dynastic legiti- 
macy. Yet we cannot lose sight of the fact that, if his image as ideal sultan took 
hold with such force, it was not only because he had good propagandists but 
also and above all because his victories on the ground were real. And, because 
of his reconquest of Jerusalem, they assumed great symbolic importance in the 


eyes of Islam as a whole. 
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Image and Propaganda 


“The Franks know that, in us, they have an adversary that no 
calamity can take down before that day when they become discouraged, a 
leader who will not lay down his sword until they disarm. If our view gains 
the [caliph’s] high approval, we will fight with a sword formidable even in its 
sheath, by the will of God we will achieve all our desires. Believers will not 
even need to take their hands out of their mantles, and we will liberate the 
mosque where God transported his servant during the night.” 

Saladin wrote these words to the caliph in early 1175. Nearly thirteen years 
stood between his letter and the retaking of Jerusalem from the Franks, since, 
in the first part of his reign, Saladin expended most of his energy fighting his 
Muslim adversaries and achieving recognition as the uncontested ruler of 
Egypt, Syria-Palestine, and part of Upper Mesopotamia. Nevertheless, though 
it was not until 1186 that he finally made the struggle against the Franks his 
sole objective, early on he understood the advantage to be drawn—in terms of 
establishing his power and obtaining acknowledgment from the caliph—from 
an active propaganda campaign in favor of jihad. In perfect continuity with 
Nir al-Din’s work, his entourage therefore elaborated a discourse tending to 
represent him as the only ruler capable of defeating the Franks and of inciting 
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the Muslim community as a whole to follow him into battle. His adversaries, 
by contrast, were accused of inaction, or worse, of collusion with the enemies 
of Islam. 

Various means were used to diffuse the themes of that propaganda, and 
they targeted every audience. These included: monumental inscriptions on 
which Saladin’s titulature pointed out his actions against the infidels, “slaves of 
the cross”;* sermons and Friday khutbas inciting the population to jihad and 
giving thanks to God for the successes achieved; books vaunting the merits of 
holy war and praising Jerusalem; treatises in the art of war; letters to the caliph 
of Baghdad and to the ruling elites announcing Saladin’s victories; poems glo- 
rifying his battles; biographies and chronicles listing his virtues as a jihad war- 
rior. The aim of all these discourses was at once to unite the Muslims, to de- 
velop the spirit of jihad, and to glorify Saladin. 


The Unity of Islam, Condition for Jihad 


One of the very first themes of that propaganda was Islam unity, a condition sine 
qua non for the jihad’s success. Saladin often used that rationale to justify his 
battles against the Zangids and, more broadly, against all his Muslim foes. Was 
he sincere in his assertions, or was this just a pretext in the service of his ambi- 
tions? It is hardly possible to give a definitive answer to that question: indeed, 
though it is difficult to refute the need for Muslim unification to ensure the suc- 
cess of jihad, it is also clear that that unity was realized under Saladin’s command 
and to his own advantage. Hence, rather than wonder pointlessly about the na- 
ture of his intentions, I shall focus once again on the discourse and arguments of 
his propaganda, which underscored the urgency of such a reunification and af- 
firmed that Saladin was the only one capable of bringing it about. 

Saladin, of course, was not the first to speak of uniting against the Franks. 
From the days following the First Crusade, there were poets and jurists, such 
as the Damascene al-Sulami, who called on their contemporaries to be cogni- 
zant of the devastating effect of their divisions, which had allowed the Franks’ 
searing success. But the religious and political cleavages were so deep, and in- 
dividual ambitions so great, that it took several decades for that idea truly to 
take root and to be implemented by the rulers. Nir al-Din played a decisive 
role in that realm, managing to reunify under his authority all of Syria and 
Egypt and part of Upper Mesopotamia. 
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Upon his death, that auspicious unity was shattered, and Saladin had to 
reconstitute it patiently on the foundations laid by his predecessor. The argu- 
ments developed under Nar al-Din’s reign were taken up and amplified: Is- 
lamic unity had to be defended to avoid wearing down the Muslims in fratri- 
cidal battles and to allow them to devote all their strength to the jihad. Saladin 
claimed to be the person best placed to spearhead that unity because, from the 
start of his reign in Egypt, he had demonstrated his ability to overthrow Shi- 
ism, to instill respect for the authority of the Sunni caliph of Baghdad, and to 
defend the holy sites against the incursions of the Franks on the Red Sea. By 
contrast, his Zangid enemies were merely traitors, ready at any instant to ally 
themselves with the Franks and with the heretical Assassin sect, whom they 
promised anything and everything. Each of Saladin’s expeditions against them 
between 1175 and 1186 was justified by these accusations, and all his attempts to 
subdue northern Syria and Upper Mesopotamia were legitimated by his desire 
to unite the Muslim Middle East so as to have more troops at his disposal to 
conduct the jihad. 

According to that same discourse, the Zangid prince ‘Izz al-Din had suc- 
ceeded in seizing Aleppo only because Saladin’s army was mobilized on the 
Red Sea combating the Franks. Hence, while ‘Izz al-Din was unfairly claiming 
for himself a city that the caliph had promised to Saladin, the sultan was de- 
fending access to the Prophet’s tomb.’ Several of his letters accused the Muslim 
rulers of turning away from jihad to concern themselves only with money and 
pleasure, whereas he, Saladin, was striving to rally the Muslims to battle the 
infidels and was planning to take Mosul only in order to conquer Jerusalem.* In 
showing it was useless to trust impious and perfidious foes who were not com- 
petent to govern, he was in some sense justifying, by way of contrast, his own 
right to reign, a method often used by rulers whose power had been acquired 
by force.’ 

In 1183, the taking of Aleppo allowed Saladin to control the whole of Syria- 
Palestine and Egypt. This restored unity could have marked a turning point in 
his preparations for jihad, as he himself wrote in this letter to one of his emirs 
in Yemen: “Now that all the Muslim regions are placed under our jurisdiction 
or under that of our subordinates, we must, in return for that favor from 
heaven, direct our resolve, use all our power, against the accursed Franks. We 
must fight them for the cause of God. With their blood, we will efface the stain 
with which they have covered the Holy Land.” 
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In reality, for another three years Saladin’s ambition to expand into Upper 
Mesopotamia prevailed over his aspiration for jihad. But after the accord con- 
cluded with Mosul in December 1185, and especially, in reaction to the illness 
that almost took his life a few weeks later in Harran, he swore that, should he 
recover, he would devote himself exclusively to the struggle against the Franks 
and the reconquest of Jerusalem. Al-Fadil encouraged him to renew that oath 
during his convalescence in Damascus. Saladin, approaching his fiftieth birth- 
day, was no doubt becoming aware that his days were numbered. His close 
circle encouraged him on that path, as attested by the statement of one of his 
emirs at his council: “The people of the East curse us and say, ‘He has given up 
fighting the infidels and has turned his attention to fighting Muslims.’ In my 
opinion our best plan is to take a course of action that will vindicate us and 
stop people’s wagging tongues.”” Muslim unity was only imperfectly realized, 
but Saladin would now focus all his efforts on jihad. He nonetheless continued 
regularly to remind the rulers of neighboring territories of the need to support 
him militarily and financially in his struggle against the Franks. 


The Sultan, Champion of Jihad 


The image of the sultan as living symbol of the sacred struggle against the infi- 
dels, sparing no effort in the holy war, was already a widespread theme in pro- 
paganda under Nir al-Din’s reign. It was adopted and elaborated around the 
person of Saladin, particularly by his biographer Ibn Shaddad: “The Jihad, his 
love and passion for it, had taken a mighty hold on his heart and all his being, 
so much so that he talked of nothing else, thought of nothing but the means to 
pursue it, was concerned only with its manpower and had a fondness only for 
those who spoke of it and encouraged it.”* 

Al-Fadil, citing a verse from al-Mutanabbi, a tenth-century poet in the 
court of Sayf al-Dawla of Aleppo, addressed Saladin as follows: “You are not a 
king routing his fellow, you are Islam putting infidelity to flight.” 

Saladin was thus presented as a man who was performing without fail his 
duty to wage jihad “on the path of God,” and especially, as a providential leader 
guided by God. Jihad is a collective duty of the Muslim community, which 
must fight to advance the spread of Islam. That duty, collective under the guid- 
ance of the community's leader, becomes individual when Islamic territories 


are attacked or threatened. In both cases, the ruler’s role is essential, and Sala- 
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din’s entourage wanted to diffuse that image of a charismatic leader fully as- 
suming his place at the head of the jihad. Such a ruler does not hesitate to leave 
his family, his children, his homeland, and his comfort to devote himself fully 
to it; to read assiduously the jihad treatises composed for him by the ulemas in 
his court; to proclaim continually that, in waging that battle he is only carrying 
out the will of God.” When the Sicilian admiral attempted to negotiate with 
Saladin after the taking of Latakia in 1188, the sultan replied: “It is God who or- 
dered us to have dominion over the earth: it is our duty to obey him and to de- 
vote ourselves to jihad; it is he who will make us master of these lands. Should 
all the nations of the world conspire against us, we shall invoke the support of 
God and shall fight, without taking heed of the number of our enemies." In 
1189, when he asked for reinforcements from his brother Tughtegin, in Yemen at 
the time, Saladin told him that, in responding to the sultan’s appeal, it was God 
whom Tughtegin was obeying, the Prophet he was defending, and Islam he was 
saving.” 

In the eyes of Muslims, jihad is, by its very nature, in the service not of men 
but of God, who alone grants the power to prevail or to die. Victory is a gift 
from God, just as defeat is divinely sent to test men’s patience.” According to his 
entourage, then, Saladin was chosen by God to lead the Muslims to victory, to 
succeed where all his predecessors had failed. After the taking of Jerusalem, 
‘Imad al-Din wrote: “The good news has arrived concerning the grace Allah has 
bestowed on us through that important conquest, that complete victory, that 
significant blessing, that signal favor, on a bright, glorious, and illustrious day, 
and concerning the greatness that Allah reserved for this century, to make it 
superior to the others. . . . Thus he made other rulers incapable of garnering his 
assistance and winning his favors. For the one he has made to advance under his 
auspices, he reserved the effects of his sublime decree and his ever-growing 
might.” 

Saladin was the one everyone had been waiting for, the one whom God fi- 
nally brought to life. The continuity of Saladin’s work with that of Nur al-Din, 
often emphasized in the first years of his reign, had a tendency, over the course 
of his victories, to give way to the idea of a rebirth after a long period of dark- 
ness and degradation. Indeed, it was truly victory that conferred on Saladin that 
status as “unique being.” To be victorious was to be cherished by the deity, as 
the Greeks also believed during the Hellenistic period. That was the reason why 


Saladin, according to his biographers, relied fully on God and never lost hope in 
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him, even in the darkest times—in Acre in July 1191, for example, when, though 
overcome by sadness at the announcement of the garrison’s surrender, he did 
not cease “his calling upon God and his recourse to Him, patiently, trustingly, 
determinedly and zealously.” Similarly, in 1179, when he was told that the fam- 
ine ravaging Syria was not propitious for fighting, he responded that God would 
be responsible for feeding the Muslims. 

To properly emphasize the religious dimension of jihad, the authors insisted 
as well on Saladin’s strict observance of his religious duties during his fight 
against the Franks and on the signs of assistance sent to him by God. Jihad itself 
could exempt a person from performing the ritual obligations stipulated by 
Muslim law, such as prayer, fasting, legal alms, or pilgrimage. Saladin used it to 
justify his never having gone to Mecca. Nonetheless, his battles never led him to 
forget his other duties, prayer in particular, and Ibn Shaddad tells us that, during 
the last year of his life, Saladin set out to make up for all the fasting days he had 
missed because of illness or the battle against the Franks.” 

Various phenomena could be interpreted as signs of God’s favor, including 
victories over the Franks achieved on a Friday, the day of the great weekly 
prayer. Saladin liked to choose that day for launching a battle, especially at the 
hour of the mid-day collective prayer, to benefit from the prayers of the entire 
Muslim community. Jerusalem and a great number of strongholds in northern 
Syria fell into his hands on a Friday, “a sign of the acceptance of the Muslim 
preachers’ prayers and of the blessed good-fortune of the sultan, in that God 
enabled him to achieve these victories on the day during which the reward of 
good deeds is multiplied. These are rare victories on successive Fridays, unpar- 
alleled in history,” wrote Ibn Shaddad. The taking of Jerusalem occurred not 
only on a Friday but also on a date very close to the anniversary of the Prophet's 
ascent (mi‘raj) from Jerusalem into heaven, and that proximity was interpreted as 
a further sign of God’s grace.” Conversely, the loss of a city on a Friday, such as 
the fall of Acre into the Franks’ hands on Friday, July 12, 1191, was felt with great 
intensity. The Muslims’ defeat was made all the more painful when they saw the 
Franks’ banner waving on the minaret of the Great Mosque on the day of great 
prayer.” 

Premonitory dreams reinforced the idea that Saladin was guided by God, 
since in the Islamic tradition, the “true dream” is perceived as a “path to the 
knowledge of the secret dimensions of life’” and usually comes from God. “If 
there be a prophet among you, I the Lord will make myself known unto him in 
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a vision, and will speak unto him in a dream,” it is written in the Old Testa- 
ment (Numbers 12:6; KJV). The Prophet Muhammad also saw dreams as di- 
vine intervention. Hence the importance, in the centuries following the birth 
of Islam, of Arab oneiromancy, which was classified as one of the legal sciences 
with religious import, midway between the religious sciences and the so-called 
exact sciences.’ Premonitory dreams also play an important role in Muslim 
hagiography, with the line between a saint’s dreams and his visions sometimes 
being difficult to draw.*? To link Saladin’s major victories to premonitory 
dreams was thus to affirm that he was God’s chosen. In the wake of the Battle 
of Hattin or the taking of Jerusalem, for example, attestations of premonitory 
dreams multiplied. Among the most edifying accounts was a dream that Ibn 
Abi Tayyi’ had about his father. One day in 1160, when the father was at the 
home of the sheikh of Mosul, a man appeared, saying: “ ‘Sheikh, last night I 
dreamed I was in a strange, unknown country filled with pigs. A man bran- 
dishing a saber was killing them all before the eyes of the crowd. I then asked 
someone: “Is that Jesus, son of Mary, or the Mahdi?”** “No,” he replied. “Who 
is it then?” “It is Yusuf,” he told me, without another word.’ The assembly was 
moved by the account of that dream; it was concluded that the Christians 
would be killed by a figure named Yūsuf, and predictions focused on Yusuf, 
son of ‘Abd al-Mu’min, ruler of Maghreb. Since Caliph al-Mustanjid bi-llah had 
just ascended to the throne that year, some believed it was about him.”” 

Ibn Abi Tayyi’ adds that he had forgotten that story until the defeat of the 
Franks at Hattin reminded him of it, and he then understood that it was about 
al-Malik al-Nasir Yasuf, that is, Saladin. Others also cited a poet who, in sibyl- 
line lines, had predicted Saladin’s conquests some ten years earlier: “The pro- 
tector of religion took possession of the well-defended fortresses, when reli- 
gion had lost hope of being protected. / He will take Jerusalem after rolling up 
[conquering] the edge to his advantage and killing the Caesar.””° 

By “edge,” the historian Abū Shama comments, one must understand 
“coast,” and by “Caesar,” Reginald of Chatillon, whom Saladin killed with his 
own hands. The doctor and biographer Ibn Abi Usaybi'a reports the prediction 
of an Arab Christian doctor, who, while living in Latin territory (Jerusalem) in 
1184, predicted through astrological signs that Saladin would take the city. One 
of the doctor’s sons announced that good news to Saladin, who showered 
him with gifts and gave him a yellow flag—yellow was the color of Saladin’s 


dynasty—and an arrow bearing his coat of arms (rank), recommending that he 
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hoist them over his father’s house in Jerusalem at the proper moment. So it 
was, the author recounts, that the house escaped destruction as well as the 
tribute imposed on all Christians of Jerusalem, when the city fell into Saladin’s 
hands. The doctor’s family, moreover, was exempted from the capitation, a 
special privilege they kept at least until 1270.7 

Then there was the story that the Andalusian theologian Ibn Barrajan 
(d. ca. 1141), in his commentary on the Koranic verse “The Romans have been 
defeated” (30:2), had predicted the month and year of the retaking of Jerusa- 
lem, a prediction that two jurists in Saladin’s entourage reported to the sultan. 
Saladin generously demonstrated his gratitude to them following the auspi- 
cious event.” 

Not all these predictions were invented by Saladin’s propagandists for the 
needs of his cause. Some were sufficiently vague as to be applicable to any situ- 
ation desired. Others were eschatological prophecies of the time, based on as- 
tronomical calculations that instilled fear that the world was about to end as a 
result of a conjunction of the planets. Saladin remained unimpressed by these 
prophecies when they did not concern any auspicious event of his own reign. 
In 1186-1187, therefore, he displayed hostility toward the astrologists who were 
terrorizing the population by announcing the approach of the end of time.*® 
Nevertheless, omens, premonitions, dreams, astrological predictions, and in- 
terpretation of unexplained phenomena were part of the daily life of the people 
and allowed them to explore the world of the invisible and of the future, one 
way among others to find reassurance in face of the unpredictable, to comfort 
themselves in the face of uncertainty.” Both Christians and Muslims granted 
them the same importance. The Itinerarium, for example, notes that the taking 
of Ascalon by Saladin in September 1187 was accompanied by a solar eclipse: 
““As if in sympathy, the sun took from the city and the globe’ the benefit of 
light.” In September 1189, while the Franks and Muslims were facing off out- 
side the walls of Acre, a magnificent stallion escaped a Frankish ship and swam 
to the harbor of Acre, before being delivered to Saladin: “The enemy found 
that incident to be a bad omen; we saw it as a sign of victory and favor,” ex- 
claimed ‘ImAd al-Din in triumph.” 

According to some, the vast divine favor that Saladin seemed to enjoy linked 
him to the Prophet himself and to the first Muslim conquerors. His battles 
against the Franks were compared to those that the Prophet, having taken ref 


uge in Medina, waged against the unbelievers of Mecca. In 1175, in response to 
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Saladin’s request for investiture over Syria and Egypt, the caliph encouraged him 
to retake Jerusalem, alluding to Hudaybiyya, an expedition by the Prophet 
against Mecca.** As for ‘Imad al-Din, he was convinced that the conquest of Jeru- 
salem was nothing less than a new Hegira for Islam. And, in the letter of 1187 that 
he wrote in Saladin’s name to the caliph of Baghdad, announcing the good news, 
he commented on a verse from the Koran, “We had already shown you favour” 
(20:37), with these words: “The first time was in the century of the Prophet—may 
God bless and hail him—and of his Companions. The second is the present time, 
which has seen Islam freed from the slavery of misfortune.” 

Saladin was also compared to the first caliphs, under whose reign Islam had 
expanded triumphantly. In particular, he was compared to the “two ‘Umars,” 
that is, “Umar ibn al-Khattab (r. 634-644), the first conqueror of the city of Jeru- 
salem, and ‘Umar II ibn ‘Abd al-‘Aziz (r. 717-720), the eighth Umayyad caliph, 
who for later generations was the incarnation of the just, virtuous, and pious 
sovereign.’ Ibn Shaddad wrote that Saladin’s perspicacity made him think of 
this saying of the Prophet: “In my community there are those who are perspi- 
cacious and who express their views, and “Umar is one of them.” Another his- 
torian pointed to Saladin’s desire to follow ‘Umar’s example in his decision not 
to destroy the reconquered Jerusalem.” Saladin himself is supposed to have 
said, during his illness in Upper Mesopotamia: “If I die, I have designated Abū 
Bakr, ‘Umar, ‘Uthman, and ‘Ali to succeed me,” alluding to the first four ca- 
liphs. He meant thereby his brother al-Adil Abū Bakr, his nephew Taqi al-Din 
‘Umar, and his two sons al-‘Aziz ‘Uthmān and al-Afdal ‘Alz.*8 


The Importance of Jerusalem 


Jerusalem, taken by the Franks in 1099, was at the heart of jihad propaganda 
about Saladin, though the arguments developed in favor of its reconquest only 
repeated those that his predecessor had already put forward. More than Nir 
al-Din, however, Saladin used Jerusalem to justify taking power and conduct- 
ing expeditions against his Muslim adversaries.” In 1175, he insisted on the 
importance that Syria was acquiring as his base for the conquest of Jerusalem, 
and attacked the Zangids of Aleppo and Mosul, who had completely lost inter- 
est in the holy city. “March to Jerusalem, conquer it, and spill rivers of blood, 
which will purify it,” ‘Imad al-Din told him in 1177 with his usual grandilo- 
quence.*° Ten years later, on the eve of taking the city, Saladin invited Egyptian 
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and Syrian men of religion to come witness the conquest, to better mark its 
sacred character. 

Nevertheless, it is the letters, poems, and sermons written after the taking 
of the city in 1187 that best allow us to assess the place held by Jerusalem in the 
popular imagination and in the politico-religious discourse of that time.* The 
reader will forgive me, therefore, for anticipating somewhat and analyzing 
them here. Beyond the rhetorical and lyrical aspects, several themes repeatedly 
recur. The victory is at first seen as coming in the wake of Nar al-Din’s accom- 
plishments. Was not one of Saladin’s first actions in Jerusalem to install, in al- 
Aqsa Mosque, the sculpted wood pulpit (minbar) that his predecessor had or- 
dered to be made in Aleppo in expectation of that great day? ‘Imad al-Din, in 
any case, saw that symbolic gesture as an opportunity to associate the two 
sovereigns in the Muslim prayers.** 

The same author was also pleased to point out the importance of Jerusa- 
lem, closely linking it to Mecca, the first holy city of Islam: 


I therefore announced the deliverance of the Jerusalem mosque to 
the Mecca mosque. I chanted the verse: “He has ordained for you 
the faith which He enjoined” (42:11); I gladdened the Black Stone [of 
Mecca] with the White Stone [of Jerusalem], the site of Revelation 
with the place of the nocturnal journey [of Muhammad], the dwell- 
ing of the leader of Allah’s envoys—seal of the prophets—with the 
residence of the envoys and of the prophets, the Station of Abraham 
with the imprint of the Chosen’s foot. The Muslims celebrated at 
length the honor of holding the two holy cities; the people commu- 
nicated with one another the tale of that noble victory, that impor- 
tant conquest; from every remote mountain pass they came on pil- 
grimage, following every road leading there; from Jerusalem, they 
clothed themselves in ihrām to visit the temple of Mecca, enjoying 


the bloom of divine favors in these glad gardens.” 


Connections between the Temple of Jerusalem and the Kaaba of Mecca had 
existed since the early days of Islam.** A common Semitic heritage, Judeo- 
Christian traditions reinterpreted by Islam, and Koranic exegesis were the 
source of many associations between the two sanctuaries. The water from the 


pool of Siloe (‘Ayn Sulwan), a pilgrimage destination for both Muslims and 
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Christians, was thus compared to that of the Zamzam Well in Mecca.” In his 
letter to Saladin in 1175, the caliph of Baghdad urged him to conquer Jerusalem, 
“sister of Mecca,” on behalf of the veneration of which it was the object.** More 
broadly, in the eyes of Saladin’s contemporaries (as in those of Muslims today), 
Jerusalem had a profound connection to the very origins of Islam. Is not Abra- 
ham, “forefather” of the Arabs and founder of pure monotheism—which Mus- 
lims believed they had restored—associated both with the Kaaba, which he is 
said to have built (Koran 2:127), and with Jerusalem, where he lived? 

The Muslims also linked Jerusalem to the memory of David, Solomon, and 
Jesus, and it was there that God “cast [his Word] to Mary: a spirit [that is, Jesus] 
from him” (Koran 4:171). Muhammad belonged to that long line of pre-Islamic 
prophets venerated by Islam. Very early on, the “farther temple [al-Aqsã]” men- 
tioned in the Koran (17:1) was identified by exegetes as Jerusalem. It was to that 
city that God sent his Prophet to undertake his nocturnal journey toward the 
heavens, and it was also in the direction of Jerusalem that Muhammad asked 
the first Muslims to pray. Over time, then, Jerusalem became “the first of the 
two kiblas [directions of prayer], the second of the two sacred Mosques, the 
third after the two holy cities.” 

All these traditions, which made Jerusalem a holy city and an important 
pilgrimage site within the Muslim world, had been well established in Syria- 
Palestine since at least the tenth century,** though it is true that the Franks’ set- 
tlement of the region resulted in increased interest in the holy city. Under Nir 
al-Din’s and then Saladin’s reigns, men of religion, in elaborating the discourse 
on Jerusalem’s holiness, mobilized the energies of Muslims around their sover- 
eign. That same discourse then allowed them to glorify the man who had re- 
conquered it.. Many preachers of the time recalled the several hadith that incited 
Muslims to come live in Jerusalem: “He who lives in Jerusalem is considered a 
warrior for the cause of Allah,” “Dying in Jerusalem is nearly the same as dying 
in heaven,” and, “He who visits Jerusalem, impelled by devotion to that place, 
will enter paradise.” Pilgrimages to Jerusalem by Muslims increased after 1187, 
and many pilgrims stopped in Jerusalem while on their way to or from Mecca.” 

Saladin’s taking of Jerusalem also provided Muslims with the opportunity 
to delight in the humiliation of the Franks. This was a religious humiliation 
resulting from Christianity’s submission to Islam, the victory of the oneness of 
Islam over the Christian Trinity, the elimination of religious symbols such as 


crosses and church bells; but it was also a military humiliation linked to defeat, 
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with its share of deaths, prisoners, violated women, and looted treasures. ‘Imad 


al-Din expresses that satisfaction in his unique style: 


By the tears of those who fear Allah, the sacred Rock has been puri- 
fied of the polytheists’ stain. Those who are idle on Sunday have 
been removed far from it by the approach of those who proclaim 
divine unity. ... May the temple of Mecca be strengthened by the 
deliverance of its brother, the temple of Jerusalem, by the dawn of 
Islam after the long nocturnal darkness of impiety, by the purifica- 
tion of the places where the prophets lived. May Allah preserve 
them from filth and turpitude....The bonds that held impiety 
have been loosed, and it has fallen from its heights; its cables have 
been worn through; its knots undone; its dwellings have become 
sepulchres ... what was precious was given away for nothing by 
the force of spears... . 

How many women whose veils were torn off! ... How many 
domestic women were subjugated! How many beautiful ones sub- 
jected to harsh ordeals! How many virgins deflowered! How many 


noble ladies married by force!’ 


Emphasis was placed not only on humiliation but on the purification of Is- 
lam, since wresting Jerusalem from the “polytheists’”’ meant taking it from 
“impurity” to “purity.” The notion of purity is omnipresent in Islam, as it is in 
Judaism. It is an integral part of the faith, accompanying not only religious rit- 
uals but also all acts of everyday life. “Purity is half of faith,” proclaims a hadith 
of the Prophet,” and without purity there is no valid religious act. It is there- 
fore not surprising to find purity associated with the reconquest of Jerusalem. 
The sources denounce the filth introduced by the Franks in the Noble Sanctu- 
ary (Haram al-Sharif), no doubt because al-Aqsa Mosque had been turned into 
a residence for the Knights Templar with all the related consequences, namely, 
the installation of latrines, storehouses, and shelters for animals. But that filth 
did not have only a material aspect. It was also spiritual and religious, as we 
find in the description of ‘Imad al-Din, who goes so far as to see the sculpted 
sheep adorning the Dome of the Rock, which the Franks had turned into a 
church, as “effigies resembl[ing] those of pigs.” Once the monument was rid 
of all its Christian attributes, an inscription was placed on it: “Salah al-Din has 
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purified this holy place [Bayt al-Maqdis] of the polytheists.”°* Since the seventh 
century, the Muslims had had the habit of designating, with a play on words, the 
Church of the Resurrection (Qiyama), or Church of the Holy Sepulchre, as the 
Church “of Filth [(Qumdma].”” The same idea of impurity, linked to the mere 
presence of the Franks in the region, is apparent in the account of the Andalu- 
sian Ibn Jubayr, who calls Baldwin IV, king of Jerusalem, “the Pig,” and his 
mother, “the Sow.” His description of the streets of Acre is indicative of the close 
link he establishes between infidelity and impurity: “Its roads and streets are 
choked by the press of men, so that it is hard to put foot to ground. Unbelief and 
unpiousness there burn fiercely, and pigs [Christians] and crosses abound. It 
stinks and is filthy, being full of refuse and excrement. The Franks ravished it 
from Muslim hands in the first . . . decade of the sixth [twelfth] century, and the 
eyes of Islam were swollen with weeping for it.””° 

Nothing about that connection was peculiar to Islam. The same associa- 
tion between infidels and impurity, reconquest and purification, is also 
found in Western Christian literature. In De rebus Hispaniae, Rodrigo Jimé- 
nez de Rada describes the taking of Cordova from the Muslims in 1236 and 
the conversion of the mosque into a church: “The Arabs of the city departed 
safe and sound and, on the day of the Feast of the Apostles Peter and Paul, 
the patrician city was purged of the muck of Muhammad.” In the Cordova 
mosque, “the filth of Muhammad was eliminated and holy water sprinkled 
about.”*” 

We are told that Saladin, who had made Jerusalem his principal objective, 
displayed toward it “a great concern that would move mountains.” In any 
event, no negotiation could have persuaded him to yield that city to the Franks, 
as he told Richard the Lionheart in October r191, saying it was pointless even to 
discuss it.” That is also what the poets boasted after the signing of the treaty in 
September 1192, when they advised the “English dog” to abandon Jerusalem 
forever and thanked Saladin for having defended it and prevented it from “weep- 
ing tears of blood a second time.” 

The reestablishment of Muslim authority in the holy city caused such a stir 
that Saladin remained for posterity “the conqueror of Jerusalem [ fatih Bayt al- 
Magdis}.”°' The sacredness of the city also spread to the region as a whole, as 
attested by the expressions “dwelling of the prophets,” “land of the Resurrec- 
tion,” and “holy land,” which were henceforth paired with the names of Syria- 
Palestine (Sham) and of the coast (sahil).°* 
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Martyrdom at All Cost? 


In Islamic doctrine, the warrior who dies during a jihad acquires the status of 
martyr (shahid) and thus enters paradise, where he is assured a favored place 
near God. Did Saladin encourage his fighters to die as martyrs in order to ob- 
tain that ultimate reward? Is he himself depicted as seeking out martyrdom, 
eager to die on “the path of God”? To respond to these questions, we have 
statements from men in his entourage but also a treatise enjoining jihad, writ- 
ten for him by a certain al-Tarsiisi. The work consists of two parts unequal in 
length: the first and longer part describes in detail the weapons that ought to 
be used against the enemy; the second deals with military tactics, including a 
section devoted to inciting jihad. In addition to the many Koranic verses and 
hadith relating to jihad, there is a model khutba, intended to be pronounced by 
a preacher in the ranks of the soldiers on the battlefield, to give them courage. 
Although that khutba has only theoretical value and develops themes that were 
relatively widespread in Islam, it merits a moment's consideration, if only for 
the conservative and normative character of the discourse on jihad in Saladin’s 
time to which it attests. 

On reading this text, we are immediately struck by the omnipresence of 
the theme of death. But what is more natural, since the matter at hand was to 
convince Muslims to go fight, at the risk of paying with their lives? Many argu- 
ments are therefore advanced to make such a death appealing. The warrior’s 
death is first presented as the will of God. To die in battle is to submit to divine 
will. Is not man destined to die in any event? Better to die in jihad, therefore, 
and to obtain the rewards attached to it. In addition, that death, decided by 
God, is simply the beginning of a new life in the next world, which is far supe- 
rior to the world here below. And, just as there is truly life in death by jihad, 
there is also a death in ignorance, that is, in the opposition to Islam: “And I 
testify that Muhammad—may God bless and hail him—is His servant, sent to 
wage jihad against anyone who opposes his lord’s order and follows only his 
own views, so that ignorance has killed and buried him.” 

If death by jihad is the source of life, it is also the source of forgiveness. The 
martyrdom achieved in battle against the infidels purifies anyone who attains 
it. His body does not need to be washed, because it is pure. Nor is there reason 
to pray for him, since he has been cleansed of his sins. But his act has value only 


if it is performed with the sincere intention of serving God. Purity and sincer- 
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ity are associated with martyrdom; so too is light. In the model khutba, the 
martyr basks in light, he is illuminated by God, his nights gleam, and his 
wounds will shine bright on the Day of Resurrection. In fact, that brilliance, 
and the scent of musk that will emanate from him, “will testify” that he has 
waged jihad. Hence he is called shahid (witness). The martyr, then, in Islam as 
in Christianity, is linked to the notion of bearing witness. Of course, in Christi- 
anity, “bearing witness” is expressed more through resistance to persecution 
than through a battle with weapons, but the idea that one can achieve martyr- 
dom by dying in battle against the Saracens was far from absent from the West- 
ern medieval mentality. 

Death by jihad should not sadden, therefore, but delight, according to the 
prescriptions in the Koran repeated by preachers: “[They are] pleased with His 
gifts and rejoicing that those they left behind, who have not yet joined them, 
have nothing to fear or to regret” (Koran 3:170). 

There are many cases in the medieval Arab sources—so many that they 
may be considered topoi—of mothers who delight in the death of a son who 
died a martyr and who forbid others to grieve, they who ought to be the first to 
weep over the death of their child. That idea is also evoked by Saladin’s entou- 
rage. When one of the emirs was killed in battle against the Franks in 1189, Ibn 
Shaddad saw the deceased’s brother, a smile on his face, tell those who had 
come to give their condolences: “This is a day for congratulation, not a day for 
condolence.”** 

Are we to conclude that there was a real desire in the ranks of Saladin’s 
army to die a martyr? In certain cases, it appears so. The example of a man 
who, aged or ill, is approaching the end of his life and seeks to die a martyr 
is relatively common in descriptions of battles. In 1189 Emir Tumān, lord of 
Rakka, was in Saladin’s army, fighting the Franks, when he fell gravely ill. 
‘Imad al-Din describes his final moments as follows: “When the end arrived, 
when hope left him and his death was not to be put off, he was sorry for his life 
and troubled by his fate, grew sad at not having succumbed in the holy war and 
at not having died a blessed martyr. ‘Bring me my horse, he said, ‘so that I may 
take part in the battle, that I may be killed for Allah, and that I may fight until 
I fall in exhaustion; I see it as a swindle to die in my bed, when you have known 
me to be valiant and not a coward.’ 

Whether topos or reality, such cases were not described only in Saladin’s 


time, and the matter was often debated in religious circles. There are many 
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Koranic verses and several hadith that expressly counsel against seeking martyr- 
dom.® It is up to God and not man to determine the moment of death. The atti- 
tude of the Kharijites, who throw themselves into combat to achieve martyrdom, 
is therefore disapproved of by most Muslims.” Some, such as the Mu'tazilites, 
followers of a rationalistic religious current, assert that martyrdom can be 
achieved only through the warrior’s death. But the killing of a Muslim is an act of 
impiety, and therefore the Muslim must not wish for that act to occur.® 

Such is the theory. But the biographical traditions and hagiographical 
works are filled with accounts depicting early Muslims rushing into battle, 
bare-chested and with smiles on their faces, to die as martyrs. ‘Imad al-Din also 
seems—in theory at least—to take the side of those who sought out danger 
during a battle outside Acre in 1189: “And several nobles who sold their souls to 
attain paradise and who held out their chests to the enemy’s sword fell there as 
martyrs.” Saladin himself is reported to have told Ibn Shaddad one day that 
he wished to die “the noblest of deaths,” that is, death “on the path of God,” 
death by jihad.” 

Was that deep conviction or merely rhetoric? It behooves us to observe that 
martyrdom was not always sought out, even by the most pious. In 1189 al-Fadil 
congratulated ‘Imad al-Din in an unofficial letter for having fled in the face of 
the Franks’ offensive, “because congratulations on safety are better than felici- 
tations on martyrdom.” Such a declaration could always find support in cer- 
tain hadith, which placed the emphasis on the “greater jihad,” that is, the “ef 
fort” or “battle” against one’s own flaws, but also the safeguarding of one’s faith 
through the study and teaching of religious law. “The scholar’s ink is more pre- 
cious than the blood of martyrs,” says one of these hadith.” 

The question of the limits to Saladin’s jihad also arises in relation to its spa- 
tial expanse and objectives. Would Saladin confine himself to a defensive jihad, 
retaking possession only of the territories lost during the First Crusade, or did 
he wish to do battle with the Christians even on their own lands, in the Medi- 
terranean and the West? After Jerusalem, would he launch a conquest of Con- 
stantinople and Rome? The question may appear naive, but it was raised by his 
own advisers and has been considered anew by some modern historians. In 
one of his letters, al-Fadil says that Saladin spent the money of Egypt to con- 
quer Syria, the money of Syria to conquer al-Jazira, and the money of all of 
them to conquer the coast. If it be God’s will, he adds, he will spend the money 


of Constantinople to conquer Rome, and all rulers will place themselves in his 
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service.” In a letter to the caliph of 1183, Saladin said that, if he were given Mo- 
sul, he would conquer Jerusalem, Constantinople, Georgia, and the Almohad 
territories of North Africa, and would turn all the churches into mosques.” 
That same idea of overseas conquest is expressed in the letter from Saladin to 
Frederick Barbarossa in 1188.” Ibn Shaddad also recounts that in early 1189, 
while in the company of Saladin, he was contemplating the dangers of the sea 
rippling before his eyes, along the shoreline between Ascalon and Acre. The 
sultan confided: “I have it in mind that, when God Almighty has enabled me to 
conquer the rest of the coast, I shall divide up the lands, make my testament, 
take my leave and set sail on this sea to [the Franks’] islands to pursue them 
there until there no longer remain on the face of the earth any who deny 
God—or die [in the attempt].””° 

Are we to understand these texts literally and believe that Saladin really in- 
tended to take the jihad to Constantinople and to the Mediterranean, so as to 
rule the world? Hannes Möhring has advanced the hypothesis that these ideas, 
despite their unrealistic character, were something more than mere propaganda, 
since Saladin was persuaded that he was accomplishing a mission entrusted by 
God. Mohring does not rule out the possibility that Saladin’s ambitions may have 
extended even beyond the confines of the Latin states.” In my view, that hypoth- 
esis is very unlikely. Malcolm C. Lyons and David E. P. Jackson have rightly 
linked Saladin’s words to those pronounced by Napoleon in spring 1799, as he 
was walking along the shore in that same region during the unsuccessful siege of 
Acre, in the company of his private secretary Louis-Antoine Fauvelet de Bourri- 
enne: “If I succeed, as I expect, I shall find in the town the pacha’s treasure and 
arms for 300,000 men. . . . I shall then march upon Damascus and Aleppo... .I 
will announce to the people the abolition of servitude and of the tyrannical gov- 
ernment of the pachas. I shall arrive at Constantinople with large masses of sol- 
diery. I shall overturn the Turkish empire and found in the east a new and grand 
empire that will take its place in posterity.””* 

Do not these discourses contain topoi, recurrent literary motifs, associated 
with all the great conquerors? The idea of world domination existed in all the 
great ancient civilizations, from pharaonic Egypt to Greece and Rome. Was it 
not said of Alexander the Great that, after conquering the East, he would cap- 
ture the West?” In uttering these words, Napoleon undoubtedly had the ex- 
ample of his illustrious predecessor, whom he so liked to take as his model. In 


April 1798, before setting out for Egypt, he had even confided to Bourrienne: 
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“We are only twenty-nine, the same age as Alexander.” And Bourrienne com- 
mented: “Just as Alexander departed from Macedonia for the Temple of Am- 
mon, he will depart from Paris for the cataracts of the Nile.”*° 

Nevertheless, though the memory of Alexander lived on in the East as in the 
West, it seems to me that the discourse on Saladin’s imperial designs stems 
much more from the Muslim tradition and the ideology of jihad. From the start 
of Muslim expansion, the conquest of Constantinople was one of the themes of 
jihad propaganda. Several attempts were actually made during the Umayyad 
period, between the mid-seventh century and 717, but none succeeded.™ Yet the 
boldness of these expeditions against the prestigious Byzantine metropolis gave 
birth to a series of legends, and this motif was often adopted in Muslim apoca- 
lyptic literature.** In addition, apocryphal hadith predicting the conquest of 
Constantinople surfaced to legitimate those distant wars, but also no doubt to 
reinforce the glory of the Umayyad dynasty, one of whose members, it was pre- 
dicted, would accomplish that exploit. 

A hadith therefore circulated claiming that a caliph, bearing the name of a 
prophet, would take Constantinople. The Umayyad caliph Sulayman ibn ‘Abd 
al-Malik (r. 715-717), who bore Solomon’s name (i.e., Sulayman), thought the 
prophecy applied to him. It is only one more step to believe that Saladin, 
named Yusuf (Joseph), dreamed the same thing; but that step is not easy to 
take. His entourage was likely familiar with that hadith, and with the one 
claiming that the fall of Constantinople would anticipate the fall of Rome, as 
well as with the traditions that linked the conquest of Constantinople to the 
splendor of Jerusalem.*’ In proclaiming such totally unrealizable objectives, 
Saladin was not elaborating any precise plan. How could he have envisioned, 
even for an instant, the conquest of Constantinople, when Tyre and Acre were 
still resisting him, and when he was complaining that he had not received enough 
reinforcements from the caliph and his Muslim neighbors? How are we to be- 
lieve, moreover, in his desire to conquer the territory of the Almohad ruler, 
when he was writing to him during that same time to ask for his help against the 
Franks? In reality, Saladin—or his entourage—had only to articulate such objec- 
tives for his actions to be linked to the jihad of the early Muslims, a comparison 
from which he could hope to draw some prestige. But realizing these conquests 
was certainly never at issue. 


aly 


Strategic Interests 


The Muslims and the Franks faced off on many different fronts, 
not all of which assumed the same strategic importance. For Saladin, the abso- 
lute priorities were to defend Egypt; to bar the Franks access to the Red Sea, that 
is, to the holy sites of Islam and to trade in the Indian Ocean; and to assure secu- 
rity of communications between Egypt and Syria. It was only later that he dedi- 
cated himself to liberating Syria-Palestine—Jerusalem in particular—from 
Frankish control. 


The Defense of Egypt 


In 1168, King Amalric of Jerusalem’s defeat in Egypt did not keep the Franks 
from hoping to take over that region. Control of it seemed to be of the utmost 
importance to them, both to prevent the sending of reinforcements to the 
Muslims of Syria and to capitalize on its economic importance. In autumn 1169, 
Saladin had to face a new Franco-Byzantine attack against Damietta, and the 
next year his expeditions on the southern border of the Frankish territories, near 
Gaza and Dārūm, were aimed chiefly at laying waste those localities, which 


served as a base of support for the Franks in their expeditions against Egypt. 
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In July 1174, at a time when Nir al-Dīn’s succession was not yet settled, a 
fleet sent by the Norman king of Sicily, William II (r. 1166-1189), appeared off the 
coast of Alexandria. That well-funded expedition was responding not only to 
the commercial interests of the Sicilians but also to William II’s desire to style 
himself the “protector of Christians overseas.” In a letter to an emir of Syria, 
Saladin claimed there were two hundred ships, each transporting one hundred 
and fifty foot soldiers, which is to say, thirty thousand men. Some thirty-six 
other ships were transporting fifteen hundred cavalrymen (a thousand lancers 
and five hundred more lightly armed turcopoles) and their horses, while forty- 
six ships were loaded with servants, craftsmen, and all the food rations and war 
matériel, including wood for the construction of siege engines and the stone 
blocks needed to operate the mangonels. It is always difficult to discern how 
exaggerated the numbers put forward were, but there is no doubt that this was 
a very large expedition. On July 28, 1174, when the Sicilian ships appeared on the 
horizon, Saladin was still in Fāqūs, nearly two hundred kilometers from Alex- 
andria. He immediately had the fortifications of Damietta reinforced and sent 
aid to Alexandria, The Sicilians attempted to take Alexandria but, facing Mus- 
lim resistance, had'to retreat rather quickly. They set off again on August 1, leav- 
ing behind many dead and many captives, and “only the knights who tore off 
their clothes and leapt into the sea could escape” back to their ships.’ 

Nevertheless, the Westerners did not give up on their expeditions against 
Egypt. Twice, in 1175-1176 and then in 1177-1178, the Sicilians waged new at- 
tacks on the port of Tinnis, east of the Delta. The second time, they captured 
and burned down the city.* In 1177, the arrival in the Holy Land of Philip, 
count of Flanders, allowed Baldwin IV (the young leper king of Jerusalem) 
and the Byzantine envoys at his court to hope that a new expedition could be 
organized. That hope was quickly dashed by Philip of Flanders’s refusal to 
participate. 

In 1181, the Franks launched further raids against al-Arish on the Egyptian 
border and against Tinnis, where they seized merchant ships.’ Three years 
later, the Franks took advantage of the absence of Egyptian troops, which had 
been called to Syria by Saladin, to attack Faqiis, east of the Delta, and took 
many prisoners. The residents of Bilbeis, somewhat farther to the south, fear- 
ing they would be attacked in turn, fled en masse, taking refuge in Cairo. The 
soldiers in the Egyptian army took the opportunity to pillage the abandoned 
city. 
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The danger of Egypt being occupied by the Sicilians or the Franks was there- 
fore real, and though these enemies did not manage to coordinate their offen- 
sives to seize the country in a lasting manner, the raids they launched dis- 
rupted economic life and impoverished the region of the Delta. Saladin quickly 
became aware of this, and in the first years of his reign he had large fortifica- 
tion projects undertaken in Cairo and in the cities located on the Mediterra- 
nean periphery. In 1171, soon after being named vizier, he went in person to 
inspect the walls of Alexandria and had the destroyed parts of the rampart and 
towers restored. That same year, he assigned one of his trusted men, the eu- 
nuch Qaraqiish al-Asadi, to oversee the restoration of the rampart in the 
Fatimid part of Cairo, known as al-Qahira.* 

Since its founding in 969, al-Qahira had been protected by a wall, which 
was restored and modified several times. Farther to the south, the ancient city 
of al-Fustat, founded by seventh-century Arab conquerors, had continued to 
accommodate the majority of the population (al-Qahira was reserved for the 
Fatimids, their entourage, army, and administration) but had never benefited 
from the protection of a wall. The last Fatimid vizier, Shawar, had considered 
such a project and had even begun construction of a rampart with eight gates 
cut into it, but he did not have time to complete it before his death. / 

It was probably Shawar’s project that Saladin took over in 1176, giving it a 
greater scope, this time with the intention of joining al-Qahira and al-Fustat 
within the same wall, which would measure nearly twenty kilometers north 
to south.® The two cities were separated at the time by vast zones devoid of 
construction, but rather than surround each with a rampart, Saladin preferred 
to join them together, in order, he said, to locate a single garrison there. The 
memory of the fire of al-Fustat ordered by Shawar in 1168 to keep the city from 
falling into the Franks’ hands was still fresh in everyone’s minds, and Saladin 
was prepared to launch large-scale construction projects to prevent such a 
thing from happening again. No doubt he was also encouraged in his under- 
taking by the example of Nir al-Din, who had restored many fortifications in 
Syria.’ The construction of the rampart, begun in autumn 1176, was still going 
on sixty years later. The vestiges preserved to this day north and east of the 
city, as well as excavations undertaken in al-Fustat, show that the rampart was 
in fact built northward and eastward under Saladin’s reign, before continuing 
to the south under his successors’ rule. The digging of a moat was even begun 
outside the northeast wall in 1192. By contrast, the part of the west wall that 
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was to run along the Nile was never built, since the river already assured effec- 
tive protection of the city on that side.’ 

Saladin’s other major project was the construction of a large citadel built 
into the east part of the wall, between al-Qahira and al-Fustat, on a projecting 
escarpment of al-Muqattam Plateau.’ There is no doubt that, through these ma- 
jor construction projects, Saladin wished to protect the urban area as a whole, 
but it is likely that, in distinguishing himself from his Fatimid predecessors and 
moving the seat of power closer to the citadel, he also wanted to mark the birth 
of a new dynasty and establish a royal residence comparable to those familiar to 
him in Syria. In Damascus and Aleppo, in fact, rulers had lived since the elev- 
enth century in citadels built into the walls of cities. In addition to its defensive 
role against attacks from outside and inside the city, the citadel functioned as 
the royal residence and decision center. The sovereign had everything there 
necessary for his daily life and his government: palaces, baths, mosque, lodgings 
for his guards, administrative offices, cisterns and wells, and even at times (in 
Aleppo, for example), a hippodrome for military training and polo. 

As often in such cases, explanations have been sought for the choice of the 
citadel’s location. According to legend, Saladin placed pieces of meat in various 
places in Cairo, then observed that the one hanging over al-Muqattam stayed 
fresh the longest, attesting to the most salubrious air.” In actuality, the choice 
of al-Mugattam can be explained much better by its strategic position over- 
looking the city, since the presence of a large quantity of debris ruled out the 
choice of a site farther north. 

The fortification project in Cairo continued throughout Saladin’s reign, 
under the energetic leadership of Emir Qaraqiish al-Asadi. That gigantic proj- 
ect was certainly very expensive, though a large part of the labor was provided 
by the thousands of Franks then held prisoner by the Egyptians." The many 
stones needed for the project were in great part cut from the soft limestone of 
al-Mugqattam, but in certain cases some were transported from farther away, 
the pyramids of Giza or a region farther south.” Visitors to Cairo never failed 
to be impressed by the scope of the work site. Different witnesses describe the 
road that Qaraqish had constructed to bring the stones from the pyramid re- 
gion to the port of Giza on the west bank of the Nile, and mention the obliga- 
tion imposed on every boat passing through the ancient city of Abisir, twenty- 
five kilometers south of present-day Cairo, to transport at least one block of 
stone to the capital.” 
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When Saladin left Egypt in 1182, never to return, the walls of the citadel 
were just rising up from the ground. The task of completing the project fell to 
his brother al-‘Adil (r. 1200-1218), then to al-‘Adil’s son al-Kamil (r. 1218-1238). It 
is not easy to determine the exact dimensions of the citadel under Saladin’s 
reign. It is clear that it extended over the entire northeastern part of the present- 
day citadel—a large complex some thirteen hectares in area—and perhaps 
even farther to the south." In any case, it is certain that no citadel in the Middle 
East had previously reached such a great size. The famous Crusader fortress 
called the “Krac des Chevaliers” (Castle of the Knights), for example, measured 
only 200 by 140 meters over an area of about two and a half hectares. 

A moat was dug all around the citadel’s wall, which was itself furnished 
with round or square towers that could accommodate a large number of sol- 
diers. Several gates allowed access to the inside of the fortress, the principal 
one being the Gate of the Staircase (Bab al-Mudarraj), which opened toward 
the city and whose foundation inscription, dating to 1183-1184, has been discov- 
ered. The bent-axis entry gates made it possible to slow the march of potential 
attackers and to prevent the use of rams. That technique, which is also found 
in the construction of the gates of al-Qahira rampart rebuilt in Saladin’s time, 
would be commonly used in thirteenth-century Syria.” To assure the supply of 
water, Saladin ordered the digging of a well impressive in size: almost square 
(5 by 7.8 meters for the top part, 3.4 by 4.4 meters for the lower part) and nearly 
90 meters deep, it included a three-hundred step staircase allowing access to 
the bottom. It was therefore called the “Spiral Well” but was later renamed 
“Joseph’s Well.” A system of overshot wheels driven by oxen made it possible to 
raise the water from the well into a reservoir located halfway up, and from 
there to bring it up to the surface. An aqueduct was then built to circulate the 
water inside the citadel. Although construction of the citadel began in 1176, the 
fortress was not equipped with royal residences until 1207-1208, and the south- 
ern end was not added until the second half of the thirteenth century. 

Although Saladin was primarily concerned with fortifying Cairo, he did not 
neglect the ports of the Delta, which were particularly vulnerable to attacks 
from the west. In a letter to his brother Tūrānshāh in 1177, he said he had forti- 
fied Damietta, built a citadel in Tinnis, and in one year spent forty thousand di- 
nars for the restoration of the ramparts of Alexandria. He was personally in- 
volved in inspecting the walls of these three cities and made sure their garrisons 


were well equipped." In all, then, these large-scale construction projects were 
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the beneficiaries of the experience Saladin had acquired in Syria and Upper 
Mesopotamia, and they underscore the importance the sultan granted to the 


defense of Egypt. 


On the Sinai Peninsula and the Red Sea 


The control of the Sinai Peninsula and of the Red Sea was closely linked to 
Egyptian policies and the struggle against the Franks of Syria-Palestine. The 
taking of Ayla in December 1170, well before Nūr al-Dīn’s death, had already 
allowed Saladin to open communication routes between Egypt and Syria, 
while preventing the Franks from having access to the Red Sea. A dual chal- 
lenge therefore presented itself: to retake control of the Sinai route, abandoned 
during the Fatimid period to the Arab tribes, who did not hesitate to hire out 
their services to the Franks; and to preserve the monopoly on navigation on 
the Red Sea, the main pilgrimage route to Mecca and the principal trade route 
to the Indian Ocean and the Far East. 

Until 1187, the only practicable route between Egypt and Syria for the Mus- 
lims was the one that crossed through the central desert of Sinai, from Suez to 
Ayla, then went back up toward Busra and Damascus, circumventing the 
Frankish territories. The main challenges of that journey were to find water in 
the desert and avoid attacks by the Bedouins and Franks. The reconquest of 
Ayla was the first phase in a policy of fortification intended to increase the secu- 
rity of the communication routes. In 1181-1182, a tower was built in Suez, and a 
small garrison of about twenty cavalrymen was installed inside it, to protect 
the Sinai route but also the alum trade from Upper Egypt.” Twenty-eight stop- 
over points marked the Sinai route connecting Egypt to Syria, and depending 
on whether the army was advancing alone or was accompanied by a caravan, it 
took between nineteen and thirty days to travel from Cairo to Damascus. 
Some 260 kilometers separated Suez from Ayla, and about a week was required 
to cover them. The road was rough and strewn with obstacles, as attested in 
the thirteenth century by Thietmar, a Western pilgrim: “You must know that 
there are many dangers in this desert: frequently lions, whose fresh prints I 
have seen, dangerous worms and snakes, and rain as well, since, when it rains, 
the waters coming from the mountains collect and cause such flooding across 
the desert that no one can escape that peril. There is also the excessive heat, 


from which men perish, and the scarcity of water, which is found only once 


[ 192 ] 


STRATEGIC INTERESTS 





every five or six days. Finally there are the bandits, savage Arabs [Bedouins], 
whose thefts and assaults are feared. No one can cross that desert in summer, 
and even birds are rare there.” 

To assure protection of that strategic route, Saladin had two fortresses built, 
one in Sadr, west of the peninsula, where there was probably already a small 
older fort, and the other near Ayla, on the Île de Graye? Construction of the 
two sites began in the 1170s and intensified in the following decade. The site of 
Sadr, which took its name from a Bedouin tribe established in the region, had a 
dual advantage: the rocky butte on which the fortress was built made it possible 
to keep watch over the region within a radius of about thirty kilometers in clear 
weather; and above all, a spring located four kilometers south of the fortress as- 
sured the supply of water. A reservoir dam designed to collect the waters from 
two streams was also built north of the fortress, while inside the wall two cis- 
terns made it possible to keep a reserve available. 

On the Île de Graye (Jazirat Fara‘iin), located at the north end of the Gulf of 
‘Aqaba, two rocky islets linked by a lagoon inlet sheltered a small fort (Qal‘at 
Ayla) built by the Franks, which Saladin turned into a true fortress after 1170. 
That structure not only protected the route linking Cairo to Damascus but 
also barred access to the Red Sea, that is, to the holy sites and the Indian Ocean. 
It could also be used by Saladin as a base for launching attacks against the 
Frankish territories of Transjordan and for retreat in the event of failure. 

These two sites, in addition to their defensive role, also had a religious 
function linked to the jihad. Sadr in particular had a mosque and three orato- 
ries, one of them open-air, all built between 1183 and 1187. That fortified con- 
struction is somewhat reminiscent of the ancient ribdats located on the borders 
of the Muslim world, where jihad warriors divided their time between battles 
and prayers. In addition to soldiers, Sadr also sheltered men of religion who 
chose to reside there for greater or lesser periods of time. Moreover, in the in- 
scriptions that adorned the monumental entrance, the towers, and the prayer 
sites, the titles attributed to Saladin—“revitalizer of the state and of religion,” 
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“the sultan of Islam and of the Muslims,” “the devoted friend of the emir of 
believers’ —forcefully pointed to his aura as a jihad warrior and defender of 
Islam. 

It took time, however, for the Frankish incursions into the Sinai to stop 
completely. In 1178 and especially in 1183, new raids were conducted by the 


Franks with the aid of the local Arab tribes. The route between Cairo and 
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Kerak thus remained a harsh ordeal, because of the insecurity and the lack of 
water.” The fortress of Graye also did not prevent the Franks from undertak- 
ing expeditions in the early 1180s, to the south and in the direction of the Red 
Sea. Saladin’s chief adversary in that region was Reginald of Chatillon, lord of 
Kerak and Transjordan, whose fiery bellicosity provoked the Muslims more 
than once. In 1181, despite the truce concluded between the king of Jerusalem 
and Saladin, Reginald set out for Ayla and attempted to reach Tayma’, a locality 
on the road to Medina, by the overland route. Did he really intend to proceed 
farther, or was this simply a reconnaissance expedition? In any case, that 
march, interpreted by the Muslims as an attempted expedition against the holy 
cities of Arabia, immediately elicited a reaction from Farrikhshah, Saladin’s 
nephew and the governor of Damascus, who set out to pillage the territories 
around Kerak, in order to make Reginald reverse direction.” 

But it took more than that to discourage Reginald, who in early 1183 orga- 
nized another expedition, ordering the construction of boats that could be 
disassembled. These were transported, with the help of Arab Bedouins, to the 
Gulf of ‘Aqaba on the backs of camels, a technique that Saladin had used back 
in 1170 to travel from Cairo to the Red Sea. The entire fleet seems to have con- 
sisted of no more than five ships, two of which were sent against the Muslim 
garrison on the Île de Graye. It is unlikely that Reginald, who did not take part 
personally in the expedition, sought to seize Mecca and Medina, any more 
than he could have hoped to take control of trade in the Red Sea with such a 
small fleet. In actuality, that attack was one of the many Frankish raids whose 
principal aim was to disrupt relations between Syria and Egypt. No doubt as 
well Reginald hoped to obtain a rich booty from that region, which was heav- 
ily traveled by merchants. Finally, as Carole Hillenbrand has suggested, it is not 
impossible that the sixteen long years Reginald had just spent in an Aleppine jail 
had fed a deep desire for revenge, which would explain his hatred of Islam and 
his zeal for war.” In all cases, that raid must be seen as an isolated operation of 
destruction and plunder rather than a large-scale expedition aimed at acquiring 
new territories. 

These events were nevertheless judged alarming by the Muslims, unaccus- 
tomed to seeing Westerners navigating on the Red Sea. The Franks, we are 
told, set fire to sixteen ships before arriving at the port of ‘Aydhab, across from 
Mecca, where they attacked a caravan and a shipload of pilgrims, leaving death 
in their wake. They then set upon localities on the coast of the Hejaz and took 
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by force several Muslim merchant ships coming from Yemen. The most star- 
tling rumors circulated: it was even believed that the Franks’ objective was to 
seize the coffin of the Prophet in Medina and transfer it to their own territory, 
where the Muslims would be obliged to go on pilgrimage.” The stakes were 
not only military but also and primarily religious, especially since, from the 
ninth century on, apocalyptic Islamic and Christian traditions had predicted 
that Byzantine and Ethiopian attacks would someday target the holy cities of 
Islam.** 

As might be expected, the Muslim reaction was swift and violent. Saladin’s 
brother al-Adil, then in charge of Egypt, sent a fleet under the command of 
Admiral Husam al-Din Lu’lu’, whose exploits would leave a deep impression 
on the population. He began by breaking the blockade around Ayla. The 
Frankish ships were destroyed and the survivors pursued overland by the Bed- 
ouins, who now sided with the Muslims. Other Frankish vessels were chased 
down and boarded on the Red Sea; Muslim merchant prisoners were released 
and their belongings returned to them. The Franks were driven into the desert 
with the aid of horses taken from the Bedouins northwest of Medina. A num- 
ber of Franks—170, according to a letter from Saladin—were taken prisoner.” 
The Andalusian traveler Ibn Jubayr, in the region at the time, saw some of 
them, mounted backwards on camels, being led to Alexandria, where they 
were triumphantly paraded through the streets of the city to the beat of drums 
and the sounding of trumpets. Others were executed in Cairo, and two of them 
were even sent to be slaughtered in Mina, near Mecca, where the traditional 
immolation of animals at the end of the pilgrimage took place. That human 
sacrifice was ponderous in its significance, but no Muslim author was shocked 
by it. The fear, justified or not, of seeing the Franks seize the holy sites had 
been so great that, in the eyes of the Muslims, it justified any punishment, even 
the most cruel.” 

All the Frankish incursions into Sinai or the Red Sea at the turn of the 1180s 
remained without effect. Even in the absence of Saladin, who had gone to fight 
in Upper Mesopotamia in 1182, that region was constantly and effectively de- 
fended by Farrikhshah from Damascus and by al-‘Adil from Cairo. After 1187 
Saladin’s victories over the Franks of Jerusalem, and the reconquest of Ascalon 
and the principality of Transjordan, neutralized the Frankish threat to the Red 
Sea and Egypt and also made it possible to reopen the Mediterranean coastal 
route between Egypt and Syria-Palestine. The route passing through Sadr and 
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Ayla fell into disuse, and the two citadels, having lost their strategic defense 
function, were turned into prisons by Saladin’s Ayyubid successors. Incarcer- 
ated in the fortress of the fle de Graye were Frankish prisoners, whom the 
Western pilgrim Thietmar described in 1217: “The Christians were captives, 
French, English, Latin; but all, Christians and Saracens, were fishermen in the 
service of the sultan of Babylon [Cairo]. Neither farmers nor warriors, they 
performed no service other than fishing, with no other means of subsistence. 
They rarely eat bread and are located more than five days on foot from any 
habitation.””” 


The Holy Land 


For Saladin, the reconquest of Syria-Palestine—Jerusalem in particular—was 
of great strategic interest, and early on, his propaganda made reference to that 
conquest, though it took him a number of years to realize his dream. From 1174 
to 1185, the Holy Land was the object of a series of raids and skirmishes, but 
neither of the two adversaries truly gained the upper hand. Initially, the Franks, 
encouraged by the problems of succession the Muslims were having after Nir 
al-Din’s death and by the arrival of reinforcements from the West, resumed 
their offensives in Syria and Palestine. In addition to their attempts to expand 
southward and in the direction of Egypt, they conducted many incursions 
south of Damascus, on the Bekaa Plain and in northern Syria. Most often, how- 
ever, they encountered the resistance of Saladin’s troops. Saladin, though ab- 
sorbed in his battles against the Zangids, never completely let up on the Frankish 
front. It must be said that he was also very well served by his faithful lieutenants, 
Tūrānshāh and then Farrikhshah in Damascus and Ibn al-Muqaddam in Baal- 
bek. As of 1179, the Muslims in turn took the offensive and had a few isolated 
successes, but without managing to regain ground in a lasting manner. Each 
camp then attempted to take advantage of its adversary’s difficulties: the death of 
Farrakhshah in 1182 gave the Franks the opportunity to launch raids on the re- 
gion of Damascus; then the difficulties of succession within the kingdom of Jeru- 
salem beginning in 1183 allowed Saladin to conduct several incursions into Latin 
territory, until a truce was signed in 1185. All these events are well known, and I 
shall recall only their main lines here.” 

The year 1176 was marked primarily by Frankish raids against the region of 
Damascus and northern Syria. But neither of the two camps truly prevailed. In 
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1177, the arrival in the Holy Land of Philip, count of Flanders, raised many 
hopes on the Frankish side, which were quickly dashed when it became obvi- 
ous that he would not do battle in Egypt. By contrast, his decision to spend the 
winter in Antioch led Saladin to fear a large-scale attack on northern Syria. 
Saladin therefore decided to go on ahead to Ascalon, arriving on November 23, 
1177. His battle against the Franks two days later took place at a site that is dif- 
ficult to determine exactly, a half-day on foot from Ascalon.” It proved a disas- 
ter for Saladin, who suffered one of his greatest defeats there. Yet the Muslims 
had the numerical advantage and initially sowed terror among the Frankish 
population: only three hundred and seventy-five Frankish cavalrymen against 
twenty-six thousand Muslim cavalrymen, reports William of Tyre, who doubt- 
less exaggerated the disparity. Ramla was burned down, Lydda was besieged, 
and the residents of Jerusalem prepared to flee. 

But Saladin committed a dual tactical error when he allowed his troops, 
weary and short on supplies, to disperse and engage in looting, while leaving 
no army outside Ascalon. The Frankish counteroffensive came from that di- 
rection. Taken by surprise, the Muslims were quickly routed. Those who were 
able to do so set out for al-‘Arish through the desert sands but had difficulty 
surviving, given the absence of guides and the lack of water. Saladin himself 
was saved at the last minute by al-Fadil, who had set out to find him, accompa- 
nied by guides and provisions. So it was that they managed to return, ex- 
hausted, to Egypt in the second half of December.*° 

As Saladin was struggling to reconstitute his forces in Egypt, the situation 
was hardly brighter in northern Syria. His uncle, governor of Hama, was very 
ill, while in Aleppo new divisions were tearing apart the entourage of Nir al- 
Din’s son al-Salih.** On November 14, 1177, the Franks of Tripoli, backed by the 
count of Flanders, took the opportunity to attack Hama. The arrival of rein- 
forcements kept the city from falling into their hands. They then went off to 
lay siege to Harim, a strategic position thirty-six kilometers east of Antioch, 
whose garrison was in revolt against al-Salih. Their attack met with no greater 
success, and William of Tyre, very critical of the count of Flanders and his 
troops, attributed to them a large part of the responsibility for that defeat: 


For they were given over to frivolity and paid more attention to 
games of chance and other evil pleasures than military discipline 


or the rules of siege operations permitted. They were continually 
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going back and forth to Antioch, where they spent their time at the 
baths and at banquets and indulged in drunken debauches and 
other pleasures of the flesh, thereby forsaking the work of the siege 
for the delights of idleness. ... The count himself daily remarked 
that he must return home and intimated that he was detained at 
Harim against his will. This attitude not only hindered those who 
were honorably endeavoring to carry on the siege outside, but it 
furnished an incentive to a bolder resistance on the part of the 


townspeople.” 


An accord was ultimately reached between the Franks and the Aleppines in 
March 1178, as Saladin was preparing to leave Egypt for Syria, since neither of 
the two parties wanted him to intervene in northern Syria. Before he even had 
time to arrive in Damascus, the Franks withdrew, in exchange for the payment 
of a sum of money.” 

Throughout 1178, the Franks pursued their policy of building fortifications 
in Palestine. Within a few months, from October 1178 to March 1179, they built 
the castle of Bayt al-Ahzan on Jacob’s Ford,** to better control the crossing of 
the Jordan north of Lake Tiberias, about a day on foot from Damascus.” The 
fortress was given to the Knights Templar, and the Franks resumed their raids 
on the grazing lands south of Syria. For several months, Franks and Muslims 
faced off. From his camp set up near Baniyas, Saladin sent Bedouins to pillage 
Galilee and Frankish territory as far as the region around Sidon and Beirut. 
The Franks attempted to respond but were defeated in the area of Marj ‘Uyin 
and Beaufort, south of present-day Lebanon, in early summer 1179. Count Ray- 
mond III of Tripoli and King Baldwin IV managed to flee, but Eudes de Saint- 
Amand, Grand Master of the Knights Templar, “a wicked man, haughty and 
arrogant, in whose nostrils dwelt the spirit of fury, one who neither feared God 
nor revered man,” was among the many taken prisoner. “It is said that within 
the year he died a captive in a squalid prison, mourned by no one,” adds Wil- 
liam of Tyre.*° 

Saladin did not let up and, in August of that year, attempted to destroy the 
new castle of Bayt al-Ahzan. The tunnel the Muslims dug under the walls of 
the castle resulted in the collapse of the main tower, and of the fifteen hundred 
men constituting the garrison, seven hundred were taken prisoner.” Inside the 


castle Saladin’s troops also found about a thousand suits of armor, many crafts- 
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men and servants, and about a hundred Muslim prisoners, who had been used 
as labor for the construction of the fortress. These prisoners were all freed, the 
Muslim apostates were executed, and the fortress was razed. It is said that the 
well in the fortress was so deep that the human and animal corpses thrown 
into it were not enough to fill it. Saladin wrote the caliph to announce his vic- 
tory, then returned to Damascus on September 13, 1179, not without first pillag- 
ing the territories around Tiberias, Tyre, and Beirut. About ten of his emirs, 
and undoubtedly an even greater number of his soldiers, died in the following 
days of an illness, which some attributed to the heat and the decomposition of 
the corpses in Bayt al-Ahzan. 

Saladin spent the winter in the region and conducted a few more raids, but in 
early summer 1180 all the conditions seemed aligned for concluding a new truce. 
On the Frankish side, discussions on the successor to the leper king Baldwin IV, 
who was increasingly debilitated by illness, were proceeding. Divisions arose 
about the possibility of a regency and the marriage of his sister Sibylla, heir to the 
throne should Baldwin die. Under such conditions, a truce with Saladin could 
only be welcome. On the Muslim side, the troops were faced with difficulties re- 
ceiving supplies, because of a prolonged drought in the Damascus region. But 
above all, Saladin was more preoccupied with Upper Mesopotamia than with 
Palestine. The accord was therefore concluded, and Saladin set out for the Upper 
Euphrates Valley. 

He returned from the east some six months later and arrived in Cairo on 
January 1, 1181. He remained there the entire year and did not go back to Syria 
until May 1182. At that time, the truce with the Franks was coming to an end. 
The Muslims believed that it had already been broken the previous year by 
Reginald of Chatillon’s expedition against the holy cities of Islam. Farrūkh- 
shah and Saladin therefore launched several raids from Damascus against 
Lake Tiberias and the Jordan Valley. Then, in early August, when an Egyptian 
fleet of thirty to forty ships was sent as reinforcements, the sultan attacked 
Beirut, while his brother al-Adil conducted an expedition against the south- 
ern coast of Palestine, thus gaining the advantage of an attack on two fronts. 
The Frankish fleet left the ports of Tyre and Acre to come to the aid of Beirut, 
but Saladin, judging it was not yet time to put all his forces into battle, lifted 
the siege and set out for Upper Mesopotamia. It is clear that he did not wish to 
make the jihad his priority so long as his work unifying the Muslims was not 
complete.** 
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His successes troubled the Franks, however. Rumors, sometimes contradic- 
tory, circulated in the kingdom of Jerusalem about his fate in Upper Mesopota- 
mia: “Some reports indicated that he was meeting with much success in Meso- 
potamia in the vicinity of Mosul, where he had subjugated the entire region to 
his power; others, on the contrary, were to the effect that all the princes of the 
East had united in an effort to drive him from the land by force of arms and thus 
recover the territory which he had won from them by intrigue and bribes. His 
progress caused the Christians much uneasiness; they viewed the increase of his 
power with great alarm, lest with large reinforcements he should return against 
them.” 

Nevertheless, Saladin’s absence from Syria and Farrakhshah’s death in 1182 
gave the Franks the opportunity to retake the offensive in October of that year 
and to launch raids as far as the environs of Damascus.*® Upon learning of 
them, Saladin was not overly concerned and said: “While they are destroying 
villages, we are taking possession of cities. We will rebuild them later and will 
be stronger to attack their territories.” 

In February 1183, the Franks, to assure the defense of the kingdom, decided 
to levy a specific tax on property and revenue, payable by everyone—great and 
small, laypeople and religious. But the taking of Aleppo by Saladin in June 1183 
was another hard blow for them. “From the beginning, it was clear to the 
Christians that if Saladin managed to add Aleppo to his domains, our country 
would be surrounded by his forces and his might, as in a state of siege,” wrote 
William of Tyre.** New attacks were conducted, in fact, in September 1183, and 
in late October Saladin went to rejoin al-‘Adil’s Egyptian troops outside the 
walls of Kerak. The city was taken by the Muslims, but the overcrowded 
citadel—the wedding of Humphrey IV of Toron to the king’s sister Isabella was 
about to take place there—resisted.** The advancing Frankish reinforcements, 
led by Baldwin IV and Raymond III of Tripoli, impelled Saladin to lift the siege 
and to return to Damascus on December 12, 1183. The Ramadan fast was ap- 
proaching, his army was tired and undoubtedly did not have all the siege en- 
gines needed to take such a fortress.** Winter passed, and the Franks were 
more than ever embroiled in their problems of succession, as King Baldwin IV 
was gradually overcome by paralysis and blindness. 

In late August 1184, Saladin led another large-scale expedition against Kerak. 
Reginald of Chatillon was still his principal target: Kerak, wrote Ibn Shaddad, 


“caused great trouble to the Muslims, for it cut communications with Egypt, so 
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that caravans were only able to move with sizeable military escorts. The sultan 
was very concerned about it, to make the route to Egypt passable.” 

This time, nine mangonels were set up outside the walls of the fortress, but 
the arrival of Frankish reinforcements ended the siege after only a few days. 
Saladin retreated to the north and went to pillage Nablus, Jenin, and surround- 
ing areas. These events, which occurred between September 8 and 10, 1184, 
seem to indicate that the tactic adopted by Saladin at that time was still to con- 
duct raids rather than a true war of reconquest.*® He probably also wanted to 
complete his work of unification in Upper Mesopotamia, while showing the 
caliph and “public opinion” that he was waging jihad and therefore needed the 
aid of all the Muslim forces. 

In spring 1185, after the death of King Baldwin IV, and before Saladin again 
departed for a long expedition to the east, the sultan concluded another four- 
year truce with Raymond III of Tripoli, regent of the young Baldwin V.“ That 
truce gave him a free hand in Upper Mesopotamia, until his illness in Harran 
impelled him to change course and to devote all his efforts to the reconquest of 
the Frankish territories. 

During that period of about a decade, neither the Franks nor the Muslims 
had the means to achieve a decisive victory. The Franks were prevented by 
their internal divisions and the problems of succession to the throne. The Mus- 
lims, with Saladin in the lead, were still too caught up in eastern affairs. Both 
therefore confined themselves to successive raids and looting, which, roughly 
speaking, resulted in a maintenance of the status quo. Whenever their forces 


were depleted, a truce was negotiated until the next round of confrontations. 
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The Victorious Campaigns 


The Battle of Hattīn and Its Consequences 


Both 1187 and 1188 were years of glory for Saladin: they would form the basis 
for his legend, trigger a new Crusade, and change the course of history for the 
Latin states. Would the Battle of Hattīn, the first in a series of Muslim victories, 
have had the same outcome if the kingdom of Jerusalem had not been so di- 
vided? It is impossible to rewrite history, but it is indisputable that the situation 
of the kingdom of Jerusalem had become increasingly critical since Amalric’s 
death in 1174. Baldwin IV (r. 1174-1185) was only thirteen years old when he suc- 
ceeded his father; he was, moreover, afflicted with leprosy, which took his life 
eleven years later. Throughout his reign, he fought heroically to maintain 
royal authority, but he could not prevent the division of his kingdom into two 
opposing factions and was frequently obliged to designate a regent, first be- 
cause of his youth and then because of his illness. Initially, the regent was 
Count Raymond III of Tripoli, his closest relative, who, after marrying the 
widow of the lord of Tiberias, had also become lord of Galilee and thus the 
most powerful of the king’s vassals. He remained regent until Baldwin came of 
age in 1176. Having had a great deal of experience with the Muslims—he had 
been their prisoner for about a decade—Raymond usually opted for negotia- 
tion. He was head of the faction that could be called the party of old families, 
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which included Humphrey II of Toron, the Ibelins, Reginald of Sidon, and Wil- 
liam of Tyre. 

The other party was dominated by men who had arrived more recently in 
the Holy Land and who were preoccupied with carving out territories for 
themselves.' They included Reginald of Chatillon, freed by the Muslims in 
1176, who, thanks to his marriage, became lord of Kerak and of the principality 
of Transjordan. With him were the brothers Aimery and Guy of Lusignan, 
driven from their native Poitou by Richard the Lionheart; Joscelin III of Cour- 
tenay, a count without a county ever since Edessa had been retaken by the 
Muslims in 1144; and his sister Agnes of Courtenay, who had a great deal of in- 
fluence over her son King Baldwin IV. Agnes’s party, the “party of the court,” 
became more important beginning in 1176, when Raymond stepped down 
from the regency, and was particularly strengthened after 1186, thanks to the 
support of the Knights Templar and Hospitaller. 

It was within that context of deep rivalries that the problem of finding a 
successor for Baldwin IV arose, since he could neither marry nor have chil- 
dren. Attention focused on his sister Sibylla: in the Eastern Latin states, the 
crown could be transmitted through women to their husbands or sons. Sibyl- 
la’s first husband (with whom she had a son, the future Baldwin V) had died in 
1177, and her remarriage in 1180 to Guy of Lusignan was a victory for the party 
of the court. In addition, Sibylla’s half-sister Isabella was married to Humphrey 
IV of Toron, who was Reginald of Chatillon’s stepson. Tensions with the op- 
position party only increased, to such a point that in 1182 the king forbade 
Raymond from entering his kingdom. 

In 1183 Baldwin IV, very debilitated by illness, was once again obliged to 
name a regent. He chose Guy of Lusignan, considered to be his successor or, at 
least, the one who would be named the regent of Baldwin V. But a few months 
later, the king took the regency from him and had Baldwin V crowned as heir 
to the throne, which had never before been done in the kingdom of Jerusalem. 
The disgruntled Guy of Lusignan revolted, and in 1184 Raymond III was called 
back to be regent. 

Upon the leper king’s death in 1185, it was therefore Baldwin V who suc- 
ceeded him, with Raymond as his regent. But the new king died young, in late 
summer 1186, and Sibylla, with the support of the patriarch of Jerusalem and 
Reginald of Chatillon, succeeded in having herself crowned queen of Jerusa- 
lem and in herself crowning her husband, Guy of Lusignan, as king. A furious 
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Raymond III retreated to Tiberias and decided to establish relations with Sala- 
din. According to ‘Imad al-Din, Raymond placed himself under the sultan’s 
protection and asked him for aid to oppose his adversaries. He was even fol- 
lowed by several men from his party. On that occasion, Saladin, only too happy 
with the divisions tearing apart the Franks, released several of Raymond’s 
knights whom he was holding in his jails.* The Christian author of History of the 
Patriarchs also notes that alliance and calls Raymond III a Judas, traitor to his 
lord.’ 

The casus belli that would allow Saladin to again take up arms against the 
Franks was provided him in early 1187 by Reginald of Chatillon, who broke the 
truce established two years earlier, by attacking a caravan—though it was pro- 
tected by a military escort—that was transporting merchandise between Cairo 
and Damascus. It is difficult to fathom Reginald’s true motivations: Revenge 
for the attacks against him? Mere bravado? Or the hope of laying his hands on 
a large booty? In any case, he rejected the intercession of Guy of Lusignan and 
stubbornly refused to return to Saladin the people and goods seized. It is likely 
that Saladin, urged on by his entourage and anxious to respect his dual oath of 
the previous year, would have launched a major offensive against the Franks in 
any event, but the pillaging of that caravan gave him an excellent pretext.* 

On March 13, Saladin left Damascus, without even waiting for all his armies 
to assemble. He sent his nephew Taqi al-Din north to keep watch on the border 
with Antioch and on the Armenian principality of Cilicia, while he himself set 
out for Busra, south of Damascus, his priority being to assure the security of 
the caravan of pilgrims returning from Mecca, which included his sister and 
nephew. Armed troops and a caravan carrying Taqi al-Din’s family and posses- 
sions were arriving from Egypt at the same time. 

The fighting began on April 26, when Saladin, leading his troops, rushed 
onto Reginald’s lands (Kerak and Shawbak), ravaging villages and harvests over 
a month's time as he passed. Behind him, the troops under the leadership of his 
son al-Afdal, seventeen years old at the time, had been cautiously left at Ra’s 
al-Ma’, on the border between Damascus and Frankish territory. Their presence 
prevented the Franks from sending forces to aid Reginald. On the instructions 
of his father, al-Afdal, from the other side of the Jordan River, sent the troops of 
Damascus, Aleppo, and Harran to pillage Frankish territory, while he himself 
remained slightly in the rear. A first confrontation between the Muslims and the 


Christian military orders took place on the road to Sepphoris, during which 
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many Knights Templar and Hospitaller lost their lives, including the Grand 
Master of the Hospitallers. 

In that perilous situation, the Franks closed ranks. Raymond III abandoned 
the Muslim camp to reconcile with Guy of Lusignan. Shortly before, the Byz- 
antine emperor Isaac II, having got wind of the alliance between Saladin and 
Raymond, had written to Saladin to ask him to intercede in favor of his brother, 
who was being detained by Raymond. Saladin replied that, before the inter- 
vening breach, he had extracted a promise from Raymond that the latter would 
release his prisoner in exchange for a ransom; then Saladin proposed an alli- 
ance with the emperor in the event that Isaac wished once more to turn against 
the Franks. Hence, though in discourse the battle against the Franks was al- 
ways presented as that of Islam against Christendom, in actuality Saladin did 
not hesitate to seek an alliance with those who could be most helpful to him, 
whatever their religion. Although there was little chance that Isaac would 
agree to support him in his jihad, Saladin’s appeal was no less indicative of 
what would today be called “realpolitik.” 

In northern Syria during that time, Taqi al-Din was launching raids on the 
territory of Antioch. But having learned of Raymond III's defection, he con- 
cluded a truce with Bohemond III of Antioch in early June and hastened to join 
Saladin north of Busra, where the whole Muslim army regrouped: not only the 
troops of Egypt and Syria but also those that had been sent by the eastern cit- 
ies. Contemporaries remarked on the size of that army, which they generally 
estimated at twelve thousand professional cavalrymen, not counting a large 
number of volunteers°—probably more than thirty thousand men in all, both 
cavalry and foot soldiers. Saladin organized them into several units. He him- 
self took command of the center, entrusting the right wing to Taqi al-Din and 
the left wing to Gékbéri. This time Saladin, no longer content with raids, 
seemed determined to face down the Franks in a decisive manner. He needed 
the battle so as to shore up his image as a jihad warrior in the Muslim world 
and, more prosaically, to make the most of a large-scale Muslim mobilization 
that would likely not be repeated for a long time. 

The Franks regrouped in Sepphoris, the usual place for assembling their 
forces, at the crossroads of the Galilee route, between the coast and the 
southern part of Lake Tiberias. The kingdom’s army was joined by small 
contingents from Antioch and Tripoli. In all, their numbers were far smaller 
than those of the Muslims. Historians’ estimates vary somewhat but hover 
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around twenty thousand men, approximately twelve hundred in the heavy 
cavalry.” 

In the last days of June, Saladin reached the southwestern part of Lake 
Tiberias and camped with the bulk of his army in the region of Kafr Sabt 
(Cafarsset), about ten kilometers west of Tiberias. There he had several 
sources of water available and controlled one of the two east-west routes 
leading to Tiberias. He also sent a detachment to the more northern route, 
which passed above the village of Lūbiya. He thereby managed to threaten 
both Tiberias and Sepphoris, where the Franks were massed. He chose first 
to attack Tiberias, pillaging the lower part of town, while Raymond II’s wife 
and the garrison locked themselves inside the citadel. In attacking that 
stronghold, Saladin hoped to make the Franks of Sepphoris come to its aid 
and so lead them onto the terrain of his choosing. Raymond, though his wife 
was under siege in the fortress, did not want to fall into that trap. Favoring a 
retrenchment of the Frankish troops in Sepphoris around a waterhole, he 
thought that the Muslim army would disperse once Tiberias was taken, con- 
trary to the views of Gerard of Ridefort, Grand Master of the Knights Tem- 
plar, and of Reginald of Chatillon. Even the Arab authors reported these new 


Frankish divisions: 


The count said, “Tiberias is mine and my wife’s. Saladin has already 
done to the city what he has done. The citadel remains and my wife 
is in it. I would be happy if he took the citadel, my wife and our pos- 
sessions there and retired. By God, I have seen the armies of Islam 
both in the past and recently but I have never seen such a numerous 
and powerful army as Saladin has. If he takes Tiberias, he will not 
be able to stay there. When he leaves and retires, we shall recover it. 
If he does stay there, he will only be able to do so with all his forces 
and they will be unable to endure the long time away from their 
homes and families, so he will be compelled to leave and we will 
ransom our people who have been taken prisoner.” 

The lord of Kerak, Prince Reynald, said to him, “That is enough 
making us frightened of the Muslims! There is no doubt that you 
are on their side and favour them, otherwise you would not have 


spoken so.”’ 
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Several versions of the Continuation of William of Tyre confirm Raymond’s 
reluctance to attack Saladin immediately, but ‘Imad al-Din says rather that he 
was one of the first to urge the king to take the offensive: “When the count 
learned of the taking of Tiberias and the occupation of the country, he was 
staggered by it, lost all resolve, handed over everything he possessed to the 
Franks, and told them: “Remaining calm is now out of the question: we must 
treat those people harshly. With Tiberias taken, the whole country is con- 
quered; our hereditary property and our acquisitions are lost; I cannot bear 
that; I shall not recover [from] that wound.’ >? 

That attitude tallies with the contents of a letter sent to Pope Urban, in 
which it is said that Raymond and his stepsons urged Guy, “with tears in their 
eyes,’ to go save their wife and mother in Tiberias. In reality, it is difficult to 
have an exact idea of Raymond’s attitude, since the Arab sources are often 
based on rumors, and the Latin sources were influenced by the struggles of the 
different parties." 

The king finally opted to fight. No doubt he was remembering that in 1183, 
his decision to remain inactive near a spring in ‘Ayn Jalut, after Saladin’s attack 
on Baysan, had been criticized by many. In addition, Gerard of Ridefort, in or- 
der to recruit mercenaries, had just spent part of the money given him by 
Henry II, king of England, to expiate the murder of Thomas Becket. He had 
done so without consulting Henry II, as he ought to have done; he and Guy of 
Lusignan were therefore admonished to obtain tangible results to justify that 
decision or face being disavowed." The Frankish army, then, set out for Tibe- 
rias at dawn on July 3. 

Saladin abandoned the siege of the fortress to go out to meet the Frankish 
army, sending other troops to harass its flanks with arrows and to cut off any 
possibility of retreat from the rear. That tactic was made possible by the large 
number of Muslim troops. The Franks, weakened by thirst, decided to leave 
the main road passing north of Libiya in an attempt to reach the nearby 
springs of the village of Hattin, about eight kilometers north. That decision 
turned out to have weighty consequences: when the Franks, in an extreme 
state of fatigue, arrived on July 4 at the basalt peak of the Horns of Hattin over- 
looking the plain, they found that they were barred access to the springs by the 
Muslim troops. The lack of water, the stifling heat, and the brushfires lit by the 
Muslims managed to wear them down, while Saladin’s opposing troops had 
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access to the water from Lake Tiberias, which was brought to them in wine- 
skins on the backs of camels. 

The whole battle, therefore, hinged on the access to water. The knights at- 
tempted a first charge, and the Muslim ranks allowed them to pass before clos- 
ing in on them. It was a total rout: only one detachment, led by Raymond III 
and including, notably, Joscelin III, Reginald of Sidon, and Balian of Ibelin, 
managed, by charging through the Muslim ranks, to reach the lake, and from 
there, Tyre. The infantry, cut off from the cavalry, took refuge on the north 
summit of the Horns of Hattin. The remaining cavalrymen were powerless, 
exposed to arrows without the protection of the foot soldiers. They retreated 
to the south peak of the Horns, surrounding the king’s tent. Twice more they 
tried to attack the Muslims from the top of their hill, but in vain. On the eve- 
ning of July 4, the Muslims succeeded in climbing the hill and reached the 
king’s red tent. Saladin’s eldest son, al-Afdal, who was witnessing his first bat- 
tle, later recounted the scene to Ibn al-Athir: 


I was alongside my father during this battle, the first I had wit- 
nessed. When the king of the Franks was on the hill with that band, 
they made a formidable charge against the Muslims facing them, so 
that they drove them back to my father. I looked towards him and 
he was overcome by grief and his complexion pale. He took hold of 
his beard and advanced, crying out “Give the lie to the Devil.” The 
Muslims rallied, returned to the fight and climbed the hill. When I 
saw that the Franks withdrew, pursued by the Muslims, I shouted 
for joy, “We have beaten them!” But the Franks rallied and charged 
again like the first time and drove the Muslims back to my father. 
He acted as he had on the first occasion and the Muslims turned 
upon the Franks and drove them back to the hill. I again shouted, 
“We have beaten them!” but my father rounded on me and said, “Be 
quiet! We have not beaten them until their tent falls.” As he was 
speaking to me, the tent fell. The sultan dismounted, prostrated 


himself in thanks to God Almighty and wept for joy.” 
Those Franks who had not perished in the battle were taken prisoner: King 
Guy of Lusignan, Reginald of Chatillon, Marquess William III of Montferrat, 


Humphrey IV of Toron, and a large number of cavalrymen. 
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Saladin treated the king with a great deal of courtesy, speaking to him 
through an interpreter. He offered him a cool drink, but when Guy of Lusig- 
nan held the cup out to Reginald, Saladin hastened to say that the gift was not 
his, meaning by that that he did not feel bound by the duty of hospitality. He 
offered Reginald the chance to convert to Islam, and upon his refusal, by his 
own hand beheaded him. 

How are we to explain that gesture? Most Muslim historians invoke the 
oath Saladin had twice taken to kill Reginald himself, the first time when Regi- 
nald was threatening the holy cities and the second when he led the surprise 
attack on the Egyptian caravan. In giving him the opportunity to convert, 
Saladin was seeking neither to evade his oath nor to appease his conscience. He 
was applying Muslim law, which authorizes the beheading of a prisoner who 
refuses to convert to Islam and who represents a threat to the Muslim commu- 
nity.'* In Reginald’s case, the exasperation he provoked among the Muslims is 
summed up in these few words that Saladin spoke to Guy: “It has not been 
customary for princes to kill princes, but this man transgressed his limits.” 

Saladin also ordered the execution of the turcopoles and of the Knights 
Templar and Hospitaller. The Franks used the turcopoles, an indigenous popu- 
lation, in their light cavalry, and the Muslims considered them traitors or apos- 
tates. The Knights Templar and Hospitaller were perceived to be the sworn 
enemies of Islam, and Saladin did not think he could get a ransom for them." 
He purchased them for fifty Egyptian dinars a head from the Muslim fighters 
who had taken them prisoner, and had them all executed, first giving them the 
chance to convert to Islam, as he had done with Reginald. Very few agreed, but 
those who converted subsequently proved to be good Muslims, according to 
‘Imad al-Din. Only Gerard of Ridefort, Grand Master of the Knights Templar, 
was spared, because he was considered good currency. 

There were so many Frankish slaves thrown onto the markets of Syria that 
the price of them collapsed. In Damascus, they were sold en masse at auction 
for three dinars a head. Some even cite the case of a prisoner exchanged for a 
pair of sandals.” The Frankish leaders, for whom a large ransom could be ex- 
pected, were sent to Damascus. Sent with them was a priceless relic that had 
fallen into Muslim hands during the Battle of Hattin, a fragment of the True 
Cross that had accompanied the Franks in their battles. That loss was deeply 
felt by the Franks, and inauspicious consequences were continually attributed 
to it in both the East and West: “It is to be noted as well that, beginning that 
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same year of our Lord when the Cross of the Lord was taken by Saladin over- 
seas, the children born since that time have only twenty-two teeth, or only 
twenty, whereas before they normally had thirty or thirty-two.” 

The Muslims knew very well the value the Christians ascribed to the relic 
of the Cross, and ‘Imad al-Din describes it at length: “The Christians claim it 
is made of the wood on which, they say, the one they worship was crucified; 
that is why they venerate it and have covered it in pure gold, crowned with 
pearls and gems. . . . In their eyes, the taking of it was a graver matter than 
the taking of the king; for them, it was the most terrible misfortune on the 
battlefield.””” 

Affixed upside down to a spear, the relic was carried in procession through 
the streets of Damascus by the chief qādī. Subsequently, the Franks often de- 
manded it but never recovered it. Saladin’s son al-Afdal sent it to the caliph of 
Baghdad after Saladin’s death,” and that was the last anyone heard of it. 

Although it is difficult to assess the number of those killed and taken cap- 
tive, it can be said that that battle decimated the army of the kingdom of Jeru- 
salem, which was subsequently unable to defend the holy city. For a long time, 
the region of Hattin was strewn with desiccated corpses and human bones;”! 
Saladin, meanwhile, had a commemorative monument built at the summit, 
calling it the Dome of Victory (Qubbat al-Nasr). Despite the renown of that 
success, the edifice was poorly maintained and by 1217 had fallen into ruin.” 
Does that mean that the Battle of Hattin quickly sank into oblivion? No, be- 
cause in reality a monument erected in the nonurban zone, away from the 
population, had no chance of survival unless it became a site welcoming visi- 
tors and pilgrims. But in Islamic countries in the Middle Ages, pilgrimages de- 
veloped almost exclusively around the holy cities (Mecca, Medina, Jerusalem) 
or the graves of prophets and venerated figures. Commemorative monuments 
usually celebrated events with religious or sacred connotations, and, until the 
thirteenth century at least, monuments commemorating military feats were 
rare. The one Sultan Baybars ordered to be built on the site of ‘Ayn Jalit in 
1260, after the Mamluks’ victory over the Mongols, may have been inspired by 
Saladin’s monument. It bore a similar name, “Sanctuary of Victory,” and seems 
to have survived somewhat longer than the monument in Hattin, since it could 
still be seen in the early fourteenth century.” It must be said that the victory of 
‘Ayn Jalat was much more renowned than the Battle of Hattin, because it al- 


lowed the Mongol invasion to be repelled, and that invasion was far more dan- 
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gerous than the Frankish conquest. In the eyes of some, the young Mamluk 
dynasty thereby saved Islam as a whole from annihilation. 

The causes of Saladin’s victory at Hattin were diverse. They include the 
indisputable numerical superiority of the Muslims, the galvanizing presence of 
the sultan among his troops, and a good strategic choice that allowed them to 
cut off access to the springs of Hattin and any possibility of a Frankish retreat. 
For the opposing camp, the divisions that weakened Guy of Lusignan within 
his own party played an important role. Often mentioned is Guy’s tactical 
error in abandoning a defensive position that was well protected and well sup- 
plied with water to venture out onto the terrain chosen by Saladin. Malcolm C. 
Lyons and David E. P. Jackson have tempered that judgment by showing that 
Guy’s hope of reaching the springs of Hattin before Saladin’s army was not all 
that unrealistic, and Benjamin Kedar has observed that the flow of the spring 
of Tu'ran, where the Frankish forces were posted, was in any case insufficient 
to supply an entire army, which would explain Guy’s decision not to linger 
there too long.” 

One of the first consequences of the Battle of Hattin was that, the very next 
day, Raymond III’s wife handed over the Tiberias fortress to Saladin, who dis- 
played magnanimity in allowing her to leave with her possessions. To make 
the most of his advantage, Saladin was now obliged to act quickly, before a 
new army arrived from the West. Two possibilities presented themselves: con- 
quer Jerusalem, his principal objective, or first take the cities of the coast to 
prevent Frankish aid from landing. In choosing the second option, Saladin cal- 
culated well. Deprived of defenses, the cities of the coast fell into his hands one 
after another at bewildering speed.” 

By July 9, 1187, Acre was surrounded and the burghers were obliged to hand 
over the keys to their city to Saladin. Although Jerusalem was the main pil- 
grimage site and the capital of the kingdom, Acre was its richest and most 
populous city. Built on a sandstone promontory at the north end of a sandy 
cove, it owed its prosperity to its port, protected by large stone breakwaters, 
and to its favorable position between Egypt, Palestine, and Syria, which had 
made it the hub for commerce between East and West. Genoese, Venetian, and 
Pisan merchants had obtained significant privileges there in the early twelfth 
century and possessed entire neighborhoods, where they had residences, 
churches, warehouses, and shops. In the port, their boats unloaded their heavy 


cargos of merchandise: wheat, wine, dried fruit, salt pork, and above all, cloth 
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from Flanders and Champagne, hemp, copper, iron, and horse saddles. Many 
products sold at the markets of Acre also came from the Far East, Arabia, Iraq, 
Syria, or Egypt. They arrived by caravan or by boat despite the war and the 
battles, and the Italian merchants who brought them from the West made 
their fortunes on them. Spices, incense, medicinal drugs, fragrances, silk and 
textiles of all sorts, products for use in dyeing, cotton, ivory, and sugar also 
reaped large profits. 

Acre was therefore a rich city teeming with activity. “Its roads and streets 
are choked by the press of men, so that it is hard to put foot to ground,” notes 
Ibn Jubayr, who lived there for only three years before it fell into Saladin’s 
hands. The same traveler notes that Christians and Muslims sometimes shared 
prayer sites in Acre: “God kept undefiled one part of the principal mosque, 
which remained in the hands of the Muslims as a small mosque where strang- 
ers could congregate to offer the obligatory prayers. Near its mihrab is the 
tomb of the prophet Salih—God bless and preserve him and all the prophets. 
God protected this part (of the mosque) from desecration for the benign influ- 
ence of this holy tomb.’*° 

Once taken by Saladin, the city was pillaged by his troops, to the great re- 
gret of ‘Imad al-Din, who lamented that so many riches were not used more 
wisely. It must be said that the house ‘Imad al-Din received as a gift from Sala- 
din was completely looted, even before he had time to take possession of it. 
Saladin entrusted the governance of Acre to his son al-Afdal, known for his 
generosity—not to say prodigality—who also displayed great largesse. All the 
possessions of the Knights Templar inside the city and in the surrounding area 
were given to Emir Diya’ al-Din al-Hakkari. As a result, therefore, of his lack of 
vigilance and no doubt his lack of foresight, Saladin did not gain all the profit 
he might have expected from his conquest. The cathedral returned to its origi- 
nal function as a Great Mosque, and al-Fadil, having reestablished a minbar and 
a mihrab,”’ had the Friday prayer recited there. About four thousand Muslim 
prisoners were freed and, with Saladin’s help, were able to return to their na- 


tive regions.” 


Part of Saladin’s army, traveling south across Galilee and Samaria, then took 


without difficulty Nazareth, Sepphoris, the castle of la Féve (al-Fūla), Dabūri- 
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yya, Mount Tabor, Jenin, Zar‘in above ‘Ayn Jālūt, and Sebaste. In Sebaste, the 
Saint John the Baptist Cathedral, a pilgrimage site venerated by Christians and 
Muslims, was turned into a mosque. The treasure accumulated by the canons 
in charge of the place, thanks to the gifts required of pilgrims, was seized. 
In Nablus and the surrounding villages, the majority of the population was 
still Muslim. Therefore, when the residents learned of the Franks’ retreat, they 
wasted no time revolting against the Frankish garrison of Nablus, which rap- 
idly surrendered.” 

On the coast during that time, other emirs led their troops south of Acre 
and seized the ports of Haifa, Caesarea, and Arsif. Al-Adil, having arrived 
from Egypt by the al-‘Arish route, had no difficulty taking Majdal Yaba, twenty- 
one kilometers east of Jaffa, before attacking the port of Jaffa, which was com- 
pletely pillaged, its residents sold in great number as slaves. The historian Ibn 
al-Athir was struck by the misfortune of these people. He himself acquired a 
young female slave from the city; her six brothers had been killed and her hus- 
band and two sisters had disappeared. He recounted: “In Aleppo I saw a Frank- 
ish woman who had come to a door with her master. He knocked at the door 
and the owner of the house came out and spoke with them. Then he brought 
out another Frankish woman. When the first one caught sight of this other, 
they both cried out and embraced one another, screaming and weeping. They 
fell to the ground and sat talking. It transpired that they were two sisters. They 
had a number of family members but knew nothing about any one of them.”*° 

While his emirs were advancing southward, Saladin, who had remained 
outside Acre, turned his attention to the north and sent his nephew Taqi al-Din 
to attack the fortress of Tibnin, the forward bastion of Tyre, some forty-five 
kilometers directly northeast of Acre. Things were less easy there, and the re- 
sistance stronger than expected. Called to the rescue by his nephew, Saladin 
left Acre on July 17 and arrived at the fortress walls two days later. The garrison 
ultimately surrendered on July 26, in exchange for their lives being spared. The 
fighters had to leave their weapons, horses, and supplies behind but were al- 
lowed to take their personal belongings and were transported under escort 
to Tyre. The Muslims would soon come to regret that generosity, since Tyre 
quickly became the place to reassemble the Frankish forces. 

Rather than lay siege to Tyre, Saladin preferred to circumvent the city and 
head north, via the Sarafand orchards, to Sidon, which was handed over with- 
out a fight on July 29. By that evening, he was outside the walls of Beirut, and 
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while he was besieging the city, he sent to Damascus for one of the prisoners of 
Hattin, the Genoese Hugues Embriaco, lord of Jubayl (Byblos). He wanted the 
prisoner to ransom himself in exchange for the surrender of the city, which he 
did. The taking of Jubayl on August 4 marked the farthest point of Saladin’s 
march northward. Two days later, Beirut surrendered as well. Although very 
ill, ‘Imad al-Din, who was accompanying the sultan at the time, drew up the 
act of surrender: “The sultan called in all the secretaries of his diwdn, all the 
eminent men of the state who could hold a stylus, but what they wrote did not 
satisfy him, what they set down was not adequate. Under these circumstances, 
someone came and asked me to dictate it to him: the minds of the healthy men 
were sick, but mine was not. So it was thanks to what I wrote that we took pos- 
session of Beirut.” 

Saladin immediately departed again, going south to Ascalon. Along the 
way, he made only a brief attempt to seize Tyre, which he judged too difficult to 
take because of the size of its fortifications and the dispersal of his troops. He 
therefore preferred to join his brother al-Adil, who was urging him to attack 
Jerusalem.” The words attributed much later to al-‘Adil in 1225, which is to say, 
seven years after his death, may explain the strategy adopted by Saladin and, in 
any case, reveal the arguments used in the thirteenth century to justify the deci- 
sion to momentarily give up the siege of Tyre and to focus on taking Jerusalem: 
“One of the arguments that I advanced when I was speaking to Saladin and urg- 
ing him to take the opportunity of capturing Jerusalem was this: I pointed out 
that he was liable to attacks of colic and I said: ‘If you die of an attack tonight, 
Jerusalem will stay in the hands of the Franks. Strive therefore to take it, and 
carry out what God has the right to expect of you, in gratitude for the favors He 
has showered on you.’ He said: ‘I shall do what you order and advise.” 

The importance of Jerusalem is clearly emphasized, and the political con- 
text of the 1220s is likely part of the reason. During that period, in fact, the 
Ayyubid princes no longer recoiled at the possibility of giving Jerusalem over 
to the Franks, to the great displeasure of some men of religion, who attempted 
to make its status as a holy city a major selling point. But it is also true that, in 
1187, Saladin’s health was still fragile, and he was eager to see his name attached 
to a reconquest of Jerusalem after he was gone. In addition, Tyre was a well- 
fortified city, where a siege had no chance of succeeding unless the Muslim 
forces were reassembled. For the moment, they were dispersed in the various 


Frankish territories. Finally, the Latin and Arab sources all insist that, at the 
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last minute, Conrad of Montferrat’s arrival in Tyre prevented the city from sur- 
rendering. Unaware of the recent events, Conrad had first appeared off the 
coast in his ship. But alerted by various unusual signs—the silence of the bell 
that ordinarily announced a ship’s arrival, the absence of Franks coming to 
meet him—he passed his vessel off as a merchant ship, gained some time, and 
set off again before Saladin’s son had had time to react. Having learned that 
Tyre was still in the Franks’ hands, he set sail for that city: “When they arrived 
before Tyre, the Christians in the city were overjoyed because God had sent 
them a ship at such a moment of crisis. They sent to find out who was on board 
and were delighted to discover that it was the marquis of Montferrat. A large 
section of the people of the city went and begged him to land and come to their 
aid, for unless the city was succoured by God and by him, it would be surren- 
dered to the Saracens as soon as he was gone, for Saladin’s banners were al- 
ready in the city.”* 

While pointing out that Saladin justified his strategy on the basis of the 
priority he granted to the taking of Jerusalem, ‘Imad al-Din has no trouble 
writing in hindsight that it would have been better to seize Tyre immediately, 
rather than allow it to be reinforced.” Saladin decided otherwise, and with the 
conquest of Jerusalem in view, he privileged the taking of Ascalon, Gaza, and 
Dartm, in order to eliminate any threat to his rear guard and to facilitate com- 
munications between Egypt and Syria. On August 23, having rejoined al-‘Adil 
and his troops, Saladin arrived outside the walls of Ascalon, where he applied 
the same strategy he had used in Jubayl. From Damascus he brought in Guy of 
Lusignan and Gerard of Ridefort, Grand Master of the Knights Templar, and 
promised their release in exchange for the surrender of Ascalon (some say of all 
the remaining strongholds). When the garrison refused, the city was besieged 
and the mangonels set in operation. Despite their will to resist, the Franks 
quickly had to face the facts: the walls were beginning to crack, and no rescue 
operation could reach them now. Negotiations therefore began, and on Sep- 
tember 5, 1187, Saladin once more allowed the residents to leave the city with 
their families and belongings. 

South of Ascalon, and on the road between Jaffa and Jerusalem, strong- 
holds fell one after another: Gaza, Darim, Ramla, Yubna. In exchange for the 
release of their Grand Master Gerard of Ridefort, the Templars also surren- 
dered Latrun. In the meantime, the Egyptian fleet arrived to keep watch on 
the coast. Now in control of the entire coast from the Egyptian border to the 
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city of Jubayl—with the exception of Tyre—Saladin turned to Jerusalem. On 
September 20, 1187, he installed his siege engines outside the holy city.** 


The Taking of Jerusalem 


A large number of people had taken refuge in Jerusalem, counting on the sa- 
credness of the city to protect them. The city was overcrowded, with probably 
sixty to a hundred thousand souls, or more than three times its usual popula- 
tion. In preparation for the siege, the Franks had reinforced the fortifications, 
deepened the moat, and readied mangonels. The major problem was the near 
total absence of Frankish knights. Balian of Ibelin, a survivor of Hattin, had 
come to Jerusalem to find his wife. He agreed to assure its defense and made the 
defenders of the city swear an oath to him. He dubbed the sons of knights aged 
fifteen and over and even—and this was unusual—some sons of burghers. 

The Muslims, having camped for five days west of the city, time enough to 
observe that its powerful fortifications would not allow them to take it from 
that side, set up their camp and their ballistae to the north and northeast of Je- 
rusalem, the same place where the Crusaders had taken it by force in 1099. 

Despite strong resistance, Saladin’s troops, by means of intensive bombard- 
ment and skillful undermining, managed to make a large breach in the wall. 
The Franks, facing that desperate situation and certain that no help would ar- 
rive, asked to negotiate. But Saladin, no doubt aware that the city was about to 
capitulate, at first proved reluctant. “I want to take Jerusalem,” he said, “the 
way the Christians took it from the Muslims ninety-one years ago. They inun- 
dated it in blood, leaving it not a moment's peace. The men I will slaughter, and 
the women I will make slaves.”*” 

Balian threatened to kill all the Muslim prisoners, between three and five 
thousand of them, and to destroy the holy sites of Islam, al-Aqsa Mosque, and 
the Dome of the Rock. Saladin, encouraged by his emirs, finally agreed to con- 
clude an accord on October 2, 1187. A ransom of ten dinars for every man, five 
for every woman, and two for every child was demanded, with payment due in 
forty days. The Franks were allowed to take their personal belongings, with 
the exception of weapons and horses. Those who could not pay were to be kept 
as slaves. 

The Muslims thus took possession of the city without bloodshed, but they 
did loot the church treasuries. The Christian author of the Anonymous Syriac 
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Chronicle, who was in Jerusalem at the time, describes how, before his horrified 
eyes, the sacred vessels of the churches were sold at the marketplace, and 
churches were turned into animal sheds, bars, and various places of debauch- 
ery.” Balian spent thirty thousand dinars to pay the ransom for the most desti- 
tute, but it was not enough, and fifteen to sixteen thousand people were reduced 
to slavery. Saladin and his brother, a Latin source affirms, themselves redeemed 
a great number of the poor and set them free.” Michael the Syrian seems to in- 
dicate something similar, saying that Saladin restored the freedom of “four 
thousand old men and women.™° But he immediately adds that sixteen thou- 
sand others were reduced to slavery and put to work building the fortifications 
of Jerusalem and Egypt, among other tasks, suggesting that only the aged were 
freed, from whom no profit could be extracted. 

The Arab authors mention no redemption of prisoners by Saladin but 
rather complain about the disastrous way the ransom was collected. The 
gates of the city had been locked, and on principle no one could leave with- 
out a receipt. But the overall disorder allowed a great number of officials and 
emirs to turn to their own profit the money paid by the Franks, taking in one 
hundred to two hundred thousand dinars (the figures vary a great deal, de- 
pending on the source). ‘Imad al-Din’s report on the matter is enlightening: 
“If the revenues from the tax had been kept as they ought to have been, they 
would have considerably enriched the public treasury. But in this respect, 
there was complete negligence and a general disorder: anyone who could 
make a gift under the table was released, and the officials left the straight 
path for that of misappropriation. Some of the residents slipped over the 
walls with the aid of ropes, others left by concealing themselves among the 
baggage. Some fled clandestinely, disguised in the uniform of the [Muslim] 
army; others were the object of an imperious intercession that no one could 
disobey.” 

The Eastern Christians—Melkites, Jacobites, and Armenians—several 
thousand of them according to ‘Imad al-Din, also had to ransom themselves 
but were allowed to remain in the city with their former status as “protected 
persons” (dhimmis). The ransom of the Armenians from the former county of 
Edessa, which had been broken up by Muslims between 1144 and 1150, was 
claimed by the emirs of Edessa and al-Bira, on the pretext that the Armenians 
had once lived on their territories. The emir of Edessa thus pocketed the ran- 
som of a thousand people, the emir of al-Bira that of about five hundred. 
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To find the money required, the Franks and their allies tried to sell their 
belongings as quickly as possible, often for a pittance, to Eastern Christians or 
merchants. In the opinion of all, Saladin proved to be magnanimous toward 
the knights’ wives and the princesses. He allowed Balian’s wife, who was none 
other than Maria Comnena, King Amalric I’s former wife, to leave with all her 
possessions, and did the same for Queen Sibylla, who went to join her husband, 
Guy of Lusignan, held prisoner in Nablus. Similarly, he authorized Reginald of 
Chatillon’s widow to go to Kerak and promised her the release of her son if 
she obtained the surrender of the garrison, which she was unable to do. Never- 
theless, Saladin let her leave with all her belongings and assured her that he 
would free her son once Kerak and Shawbak gave in. The Latin patriarch of 
Jerusalem was also allowed to leave the city, laden with the treasures of the 
Holy Sepulchre, under ‘Imad al-Din’s disapproving eye: “So I told the sultan: 
“These are great riches; they are clearly worth two hundred thousand dinars. 
Permission to take one’s own possessions does not apply to those of the 
churches and convents; do not therefore leave them in the hands of those infi- 
dels.’ He replied: ‘If we interpret it to their detriment, they will accuse us of 
perfidy, for they do not know the heart of the matter. We will therefore deal 
with them by applying the safeguard agreement to the letter, and will not let 
them accuse the Believers of having violated the sworn faith. On the contrary, 
they will speak of the blessings we have showered on them." 

The Frankish exiles set off for Tyre or Tripoli in convoys under escort, which 
did not prevent them from being pillaged by Muslims, or, in the case of those 
who attempted to take refuge in the county of Tripoli, even by Franks. Some 
found refuge in Alexandria, where they were put onto Italian boats, against 
the will of the merchants. These merchants were no doubt unhappy to have to 
take charge of them without provisions or money. That incident gave a Latin 
author the opportunity to remark indignantly on the contrast between the 
Muslims’ generosity and the Franks’ selfishness.*? The Muslim prisoners incar- 
cerated in Jerusalem were all granted their freedom. Saladin gave them clothing 
and helped them return to their native countries. The money, the goods seized, 
and the enslaved Franks were then generously distributed by Saladin to his 
troops and close entourage. Finally, the Jews, who had been driven from Jerusa- 
lem at the time of the First Crusade, were allowed to return and settle there. 

Saladin enjoyed a great deal of glory as a result of the taking of Jerusalem, 
both in the eyes of his contemporaries and in those of posterity. His generosity 
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and magnanimity, so often vaunted, were practiced toward the Muslims to 
thank them for their support and to assure their loyalty, but also toward high- 
ranking Franks, to spread the image of the sovereign respectful of his enemies, 
to shore up his good reputation among his adversaries, and to facilitate future 
conquests. During these events, Saladin, true to his usual line of conduct, 
proved to be steadfast and determined, respecting his promises and Muslim 
law, attending to the image he might be presenting of himself, and striving to 
consolidate his support and obtain the surrender of his adversaries through 
negotiation rather than by force. Let us refrain, however, from projecting onto 
him our modern conceptions of openness and tolerance. For Saladin, deliver- 
ing Jerusalem, the third holy city of Islam, from the authority of the “infidels” 
was a religious obligation. He had to defeat, subjugate the enemy, enslave 
those from whom he could draw no profit, tear down the crosses, and “assure 
the triumph of truth over error,” in order to prove the superiority of one reli- 
gion over another, consistent with the ideals of his time. Political and religious 
interests were thus intimately linked and were served by his generosity, natu- 
ral no doubt, but not devoid of calculation. 

For several days, Saladin received in his tent outside the city the emirs and 
ulemas of Syria and Egypt who had come to congratulate him. ‘Imad al-Din, 
having only just arrived from Damascus, where he had gone for medical treat- 
ment, was given the task of writing letters to spread the news of that victory as 
widely as possible. He boasted of having composed seventy in a single day. 
Many poets also wrote verses to celebrate the memorable event. 

Very quickly, the face of Jerusalem changed. The churches and monasteries 
were converted back to Muslim buildings, beginning with those on the old 
Temple Esplanade east of the city, where the two main Muslim pilgrimage sites 
in Jerusalem were located, al-Aqsa Mosque and the Dome of the Rock. Built at 
the turn of the eighth century by the Umayyad caliphs, these two monuments 
had left the stamp of Islam on the city of Jerusalem and evoked its privileged 
link to revelation and to the Prophet. Al-Aqsa (the Farther One) bore the name 
of the mosque mentioned in the Koran, to which God had led Muhammad, on a 
fantastic white horse, from Mecca to Jerusalem, having him ascend at night to 
the heavens, before taking him back to Mecca. The Dome of the Rock, an oc- 
tagonal building surmounted by an enormous cupola, was erected on the rock 
from which, according to that same tradition, the Prophet had taken flight to- 
ward heaven. In constructing these two monuments, both greatly inspired by 
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Byzantine architecture, the Umayyads had forcefully asserted that, alongside 
Judaism and Christianity—for which Jerusalem was a holy city—there was now 
a new religion, Islam. Their aim was nonetheless political: without disputing 
the preeminence of Mecca and Medina within Islam, the affirmation of the sa- 
credness of Jerusalem extended to all of Syria-Palestine and thereby allowed the 
Umayyads to justify the choice of Damascus as the capital and seat of their 
power. 

Initially, the Franks had turned al-Aqsa Mosque into a royal residence, and 
then, as of 1120, into a residence for the Knights Templar. They had preserved a 
number of inscriptions containing Koranic verses or evoking the restorations 
done by the caliphs, as attested by al-Harawi, author of the Guide to Pilgrimage, 
who visited Jerusalem in 1173.“ Saladin had al-Aqsa Mosque completely re- 
stored. Its marble mihrab, which according to the sources had been used as a 
grain storeroom or as a latrine, was renovated; later Ayyubid rulers, al-‘Adil in 
particular, continued to improve it. Saladin also sent to Aleppo for the carved 
wood pulpit (minbar) that Nir al-Din had ordered constructed with the inten- 
tion of installing it in the Jerusalem mosque once the city was reconquered. 
The entire mosque was cleaned from floor to ceiling, then purified with rose- 
water and incense. Important figures such as Saladin’s nephew Taqi al-Din 
were eager to participate personally in these operations and, for that occasion, 
distributed generous sums of money for the maintenance of the building and 
the support of devout worshippers. 

As for the Dome of the Rock, the Franks had turned it into a church (Tem- 
plum Domini), adorning its walls with paintings and statues and building a cu- 
pola supported by marble columns inside the edifice, above the rock. The im- 
print of Muhammad’s foot preserved on the rock had become for the Christians 
the footprint of Jesus, and according to ‘Imad al-Din, pieces of it had been bro- 
ken off and sold as relics in Constantinople and Sicily.* With the reconquest of 
Jerusalem, the Dome of the Rock returned to its bygone splendor and function. 
The paintings, statues, and small internal cupolas concealing the rock were re- 
moved; the imposing cross that stood above the large dome was torn down. In 
that building, Saladin installed one of the best specialists on the Koran and, to 
see to his needs, granted him as mortmain property (waqf) a house, a plot of 
land, and a garden. He also appointed all the religious in charge of these two 
prestigious edifices and ordered the destruction of the cemeteries established by 
the Franks within proximity of the Dome and the Gate of Mercy. 
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The northwest quadrant of the city was filled with many Christian monu- 
ments, often predating the Frankish conquest. There was in the first place the 
Holy Sepulchre, in a vast architectural complex built beginning in the fourth 
century at the site of Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection. It was there that all 
Christian pilgrims from East and West converged. In Saladin’s entourage, 
opinions were divided about the fate that ought to be reserved for it. Some 
proposed that it be destroyed, to remove all temptation for Western Christians 
to return. Others thought that, even reduced to a mere esplanade, the place 
would continue to attract pilgrims wishing to gather at the site where Christ 
had died and risen again. Caliph ‘Umar ibn al-Khattab himself, they said, had 
not judged it wise to destroy the Holy Sepulchre when he had seized Jerusalem 
in 638, an argument to which Saladin, concerned about his image and the com- 
parison that would unfailingly be made between him and that prestigious fig- 
ure, could not remain insensitive. The Holy Sepulchre therefore escaped de- 
struction and was entrusted, as in the past, to the Christians of the Melkite 
rite.*° As the author of the Anonymous Syriac Chronicle says—though the Arab 
sources do not speak of it—it is likely that the Muslims, in sparing the Holy Sep- 
ulchre, also sought to preserve an important source of revenue, since every pil- 
grim had to pay a relatively high fee to enter.” 

South of the Holy Sepulchre was the House of the Hospitallers. The 
Knights Hospitaller took their name from a hospital founded at that site by a 
resident of Amalfi in the mid-eleventh century, to care for Western pilgrims 
who came to Jerusalem. With the arrival of the Franks, the monks responsible 
for its operation had gradually become militarized and, like the Knights Tem- 
plar, had adopted a special Rule that made them soldier-monks; but in Jerusa- 
lem their institution continued to be a place for medical treatment. Saladin al- 
lowed about ten of the Hospitallers to remain for a year to care for the patients 
still there.** In 1192, Saladin’s son al-Zahir was living in what must have been 
part of the building; later, in about 1216, Saladin’s nephew al-Mu’azzam founded 
an establishment in one corner of the edifice, no doubt intended to accommo- 
date Sufis.*° 

Between 1187 and 1192, many other Christian buildings in Jerusalem were 
gradually converted into Muslim charitable institutions and were granted the 
religious overseers and mortmain properties necessary for their support. A 
church located near the Holy Sepulchre was turned into a hospital, the Patri- 
archate became a Sufi institution, and a Shafite madrasa was established in the 
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Saint Anne Church northeast of Jerusalem. On the west part of the rampart, at 
the summit of the Tower of David, which the Franks had made their fortress, 
there had once been an oratory that the Muslims called Mihrab Da’ūd (Mihrab 
of David), where pilgrims came to meditate. It was renovated, and Saladin ap- 
pointed an imam and muezzins for it. He also restored the tombs of holy fig- 
ures and repaired several cisterns whose water was intended for passersby.”° 

The local Christians who remained in Jerusalem—several thousand, ac- 
cording to ‘Imad al-Din—no doubt kept several of the many churches in Jeru- 
salem, though our information on the subject is rather vague.” The Our Lady 
of Zion Church south of the ramparts of Jerusalem seems to have been used for 
a time as al-‘Adil’s residence,” while the Church of Saint Mary Magdalene, at 
the northeast corner of the city, was turned into a madrasa by one of Saladin’s 
emirs.” 

On October 9, 1187, the Friday great prayer, which brought Muslims together 
in al-Aqsā Mosque, took on special importance. Everyone was waiting impa- 
tiently for Saladin to designate the one who would have the honor of pronounc- 
ing the first khutba in the holy city in eighty-eight years. There were many candi- 
dates, and “all, without exception, were preparing themselves, observing ... 
insinuating themselves. Some proved enterprising, while others abased them- 
selves, stood at the ready, or sought an intercession.”* Saladin maintained the 
suspense until the last minute, before opting for the chief qadi of Aleppo, Muhyi 
al-Din Ibn al-Zaki, who had predicted that Saladin would seize Jerusalem. 

The chief qadi mounted the minbar wearing a black robe that ‘Imad al-Din 
had received from the caliph and had lent him for the occasion. The Friday 
sermon was, in the first place, an opportunity to reaffirm the authority of the 
legitimate sovereign, in whose name it was pronounced. The qadi uttered the 
khutba, linking the name of the Abbasid caliph of Baghdad to that of Saladin. 
He began by praising God, quoting a few verses from the Koran: “Thus were 
the evildoers annihilated. Praise be to God, Lord of the Universe” (6:45).” He 
then evoked the Muslim victory, the expulsion of the Franks, the “purification” 
after the “filth,” and recalled all the qualities that made Jerusalem a holy city 
for Islam: it was the land of Abraham and dwelling place of the prophets, the 
holy land promised to Moses by God (Koran 5:21), the place where Mary and 
Joseph had heard the word of God, the site of the Prophet's nocturnal journey 
and his ascent to heaven, and the first qibla (direction of prayer) for Muslims. 
The qadi also recalled the conquests of the first caliphs and rejoiced that the 
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Muslims had resumed these exploits and received God’s reward. He exhorted 
his audience to pursue the jihad and reconquer the territories of the infidels: 
“Do not [be] like the woman who unravels the thread she has firmly spun” 
(Koran 16:92). He also called on Muslims to remain humble and modest and not 
to attribute that victory to their strength alone, for “victory comes only from 
God; God is mighty and wise” (Koran 8:10). He expressed his best wishes for 
the caliph and the sultan, and ended with this passage from the Koran: “God 
enjoins justice, kindness and charity” (Koran 16:90), a very symbolic verse since 
in the Koran it is preceded by a condemnation of the polytheists and unbeliev- 
ers. Having finished his sermon, the chief qadi descended the steps of the min- 
bar and took up his position in front of the mihrab to lead the prayer. 

After that official khutba, Saladin allowed the sermonist Ibn Naja to give a 
more populist sermon in al-Aqsa Mosque, one that repeated the same themes 
and deeply moved the listeners: “Some noisily wept; other shouted, exchang- 
ing their complaints: hearts softened; sadness was alleviated; howls rose up; 
tears flowed; sinners repented; the afflicted returned to God; the penitent 
moaned; the repentant lamented.”*° 

Saladin thus granted a great deal of attention to the re-Islamization of Jeru- 
salem, adding an indisputable religious dimension to his political and military 
success. He would no doubt have liked to remain there longer, but his cam- 
paigns were not finished, and on October 30, four weeks after entering the city, 
he departed again in response to the appeal of the governor of Sidon and Bei- 
rut, who was urging him to attack Tyre. On November 4, he arrived in Acre. 

In slightly more than two months, the greater part of the kingdom of Jeru- 
salem had fallen into the Muslims’ hands. The causes of that lightning victory— 
Al-Barq al-Shami (The Syrian thunderbolt) was the title that ‘Imad al-Din gave to 
his account of Saladin’s conquests—were obviously multiple. The difficulties 
surrounding the succession to the throne and the political divisions inside the 
kingdom of Jerusalem account for the Franks’ weakness. The Muslims’ numeri- 
cal superiority and the elimination of nearly all the Frankish knights in the 
Battle of Hattin allowed Saladin quickly to acquire the advantage. Only the 
fortresses that had their own garrisons, such as Kerak, Safad, Belvoir, and Mon- 
treal (Shawbak), resisted somewhat longer, but they too ultimately fell, between 
November 1188 and April 1189. 

Saladin’s military and political strategy turned out to be very effective. In 
establishing security of communications between Egypt and Syria, and in de- 
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ciding to take control of the coastal cities to prevent any Frankish aid from 
reaching Jerusalem, Saladin perfectly controlled the progress of his conquests. 
His only mistake was to allow a pocket of resistance to survive in Tyre, where 
the Frankish forces reconstituted themselves while awaiting the arrival of the 
Third Crusade. By contrast, in granting favorable conditions to the defeated if 
they agreed to surrender and in keeping his promises, Saladin applied the policy 
he had successfully tested on his Muslim adversaries and very quickly obtained 
the surrender of numerous localities that no longer had the means to resist. 
Balian’s remarks on the eve of the surrender of Jerusalem show the extent to 
which the negotiation card could be a major asset in the political game: “If we 
despair of having our lives spared, if, unable to count on your kindness, we have 
everything to fear from your might, if we remain convinced that there is neither 
salvation nor happiness nor peace nor settlement remaining for us, no longer 
truces or security, no longer benevolence or generosity, we shall set out to meet 
our deaths; it will be a bloody struggle of despair; we shall exchange life for the 
void; we shall throw ourselves into the flames rather than accept destitution 
and shame. For every wound, each of us will respond with ten.” 

Finally, some cities, such as Sidon, Beirut, and Jubayl, still had a relatively 
large Muslim population, the Franks having understood at the time of their 
conquest that it was not in their interest to drive away all their inhabitants. 
That Muslim presence no doubt impelled the Franks to negotiate more quickly 
with Saladin.*® 


The Siege of Tyre 


Saladin remained in Acre for only four days. He then set out for Tyre, about 
forty kilometers north, where, in no haste, he arrived on November 12, 1187. 
Conrad of Montferrat had had time to reinforce the city, which had originally 
been built on an island and linked to the land by a narrow causeway under the 
reign of Alexander the Great in 332 B.C.E. Over the centuries, an actual isthmus 
had formed, bordered on the east by three walls behind a moat, which barred 
access to the city and the port. 

Saladin was not in the best situation to conduct a siege.” His troops were 
partly dispersed: al-Adil had remained in Jerusalem, al-Afdal was in Acre, al- 
‘Aziz had returned to Egypt, and a number of his emirs were busy guarding the 
conquered cities. All the same, his son al-Zahir, who had just turned fifteen, 
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came to join him with his army from Aleppo and participated in his first major 
battle. The Frankish ships posted on both sides of the isthmus bombarded the 
Muslims with arrows as they tried to approach the city. Saladin then brought 
in about ten Egyptian galleys posted in Acre, as well as ships from Beirut and 
Jubayl. The sea blockade thereby set in place was supposed to prevent the Frank- 
ish fleet from leaving the port. Crossbows and mangonels were set in operation; 
palisades were erected to protect the fighters; and mobile towers, covered with 
hides and loaded with crossbowmen, took their positions. 

In early December, al-‘Adil, al-Afdal, and Taqi al-Din came to join Saladin, 
but the troubles began. The cold wet weather did not facilitate matters, and the 
Muslim troops, accustomed to the easy conquests of the previous months, met 
with strong resistance. The motivation of the Franks, who were fighting for their 
survival, was without a doubt very strong, whereas the Muslims were tired and 
somewhat unmotivated after the taking of Jerusalem. The arrival of an embassy 
from Baghdad during that month of December, bearing an at-best ambivalent 
missive from the caliph in response to the announcement that Jerusalem had 
been taken, completely demoralized Saladin and his entourage. 

It was at that moment that the Franks began their counteroffensive. At 
dawn on December 30, seventeen galleys and ten smaller boats, previously 
blockaded in the port, attacked five Muslim boats and surprised the crews dur- 
ing their sleep. Many were taken prisoner, and the remaining fleet, now insuf- 
ficient to stamp out the Franks, was redirected toward Beirut. Moreover, the 
inexperienced crews, attacked en route by the Franks, abandoned the fight and 
leapt into the water. Their boats had to be hauled in and dismantled on the 
beach to keep the Franks from seizing them. Only one ship, commanded by the 
governor of Jubayl, managed to return safely to port.® It was the first major 
setback for Saladin since Hattin, and his camp took it hard. It was essential that 
he succeed in Tyre, the last Frankish bastion in the kingdom of Jerusalem, to cut 
off the interior of the country from supplies or reinforcements from the sea; but 
his emirs and their men were worn down, discouraged, and running low on 
provisions. In the last days of December, Saladin attempted to recruit new 
troops by sending a thousand dinars to Acre, but the sum was insufficient, and 
the emirs were afraid they would have to lend him money again (recall that 
Saladin’s major weakness was financial management). A new Muslim offensive 
was attempted on the last two days of the year, but in vain. In the end, facing the 
discouragement of his emirs, Saladin reluctantly struck camp. To acquit him in 
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the eyes of posterity, his entourage insisted on his desire to continue the siege: 
“If we give up on Tyre, we shall have no excuse before Allah and the Muslims” 
are the words that ‘Imad al-Din attributes to him. This suggests that, by the end 
of the twelfth century, the Muslims were aware that on January 1, 1188, they had 
allowed the opportunity to eliminate the Franks to slip away from them. “This 
was his practice,” wrote Ibn al-Athir, who is much more critical of Saladin than 
‘Imad al-Din. “Whenever a city held firm against him he tired of it and its siege 
and therefore left it.” The historian concedes that the army wanted to strike 
camp but adds: “No-one was to blame for this but Saladin, for he was the person 
who sent the Frankish troops there and supplied it with manpower and re- 
sources from the populations of Acre, Ascalon, Jerusalem and elsewhere.” 

It is obvious that Saladin’s leniency had allowed him speedily to take cities 
while limiting human and financial losses, but it had also favored the reinforce- 
ment of Tyre, and it was probably a strategic error to have waited so long to at- 
tack it. Once the decision was made to withdraw, the army dispersed, and the 
only consolation for the Muslims was the surrender, during the siege, of the 
fortress of Hunin, north of Galilee and east of Tyre. 

Saladin then returned to the encampment outside Acre. Having for a mo- 
ment considered ordering the destruction of the city to prevent the Franks from 
regaining a foothold there, he instead decided to strengthen its fortifications. To 
that end, he sent for Emir Qaraqiish, already in charge of the fortifications of 
Cairo, who brought with him from Egypt the men and matériel necessary. Sala- 
din also took advantage of his stay in Acre to receive embassies from Iran, Azer- 
baijan, Anatolia, and Upper Mesopotamia. The news of his recent victories had 
spread widely in the Muslim world, and these embassies attested to the desire of 
rulers in the neighboring states to consolidate their ties with him and perhaps as 
well to sound him out regarding his intentions. The Artukid lord of Amida and 
of Hisn Kayfa even asked for the hand of al-‘Adil’s daughter in marriage, no 
doubt to make sure that no one would take his possessions from him. ‘Imad al- 
Din was given the task of drawing up the marriage contract.® Saladin ulti- 


mately settled matters in Acre and named Emir “Izz al-Din Jurdik its governor. 


The Campaign in Northern Syria 


Saladin left Acre in March 1188 for Damascus, where he stayed only five days. 


His objective was to pursue his conquests in northern Syria as quickly as 
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possible, so as not to give the Franks time to reconstitute their forces.** In mid- 
May, he rejoined ‘Imad al-Din Zangi and his army south of Lake Homs, where 
they had come from Upper Mesopotamia to meet him. Three historians were 
also part of the group: Ibn Shaddad, who had just joined Saladin’s service; Ibn 
al-Athir, who had arrived with Zangi; and ‘Imad al-Din. Saladin’s nephew Taqi 
al-Din and son al-Zahir were given the task of keeping watch on the border of 
Antioch, while the sultan’s brother al-‘Adil was still in Egypt and his other son 
al-Afdal in Acre. Several emirs had also remained behind to watch those for- 
tresses of the kingdom of Jerusalem that were still in the hands of the Franks 
(Kawkab, Safad, Kerak, and Shawbak). 

The Muslim army set off for the Homs Gap, bypassing the Krac des Cheva- 
liers, a mighty fortress in the hands of the Knights Hospitaller which for the mo- 
ment appeared impregnable. Saladin launched several raids against the territory 
of Safitha (Chastel Blanc) and several other fortresses in the region.” From there, 
two possibilities presented themselves: he could either focus his efforts on the 
coast and the capitals (Tripoli and Antioch), to prevent the Franks from receiv- 
ing reinforcements—but that undertaking looked to be long and uncertain—or 
he could attack the weak spots in order to rapidly extend his conquests and give 
satisfaction to his emirs, on whom all the strength of his army rested. The ap- 
peal sent him by the qadi of Jabala—a small port south of Latakia occupied by 
the Franks—who warned him of Tripoli’s might and said he was ready to turn 
Jabala over to him, as well as an encounter with the Muslim leaders of Jabal 
Bahra’, who had come to assure him of their support, ultimately persuaded 
Saladin to avoid a frontal attack on Tripoli and Antioch and attempt rather to 
seize less well-defended places such as the port of Tartiis, which happened to be 
nearby. 

Tartūs was taken by force in early July, and only one tower, defended by 
the recently liberated Gerard of Ridefort, Grand Master of the Knights Tem- 
plar, continued to resist. But its church, dedicated to the Virgin, was destroyed; 
its fortifications were razed, to prevent the Franks from retreating to them; 
and the city was burned to the ground. Saladin continued northward. He 
passed alongside the powerful fortress of Marqab, defended by the Hospital- 
lers, through a narrow coastal passage. There he was assaulted by arrows shot 
by Sicilians, who had arrived as reinforcements on several dozen vessels.° 
That fleet, under the command of Admiral Margarit, had been sent by William 
II, king of Sicily, to reinforce Tyre. After disembarking, a detachment had gone 
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to Tripoli and from there had followed Saladin’s troops northward. To allow 
his troops to advance, Saladin had palisades erected, and from behind them his 
archers and crossbowmen showered arrows down on their enemies. The small 
localities of the coast that the Franks could not defend were evacuated, with 
residents seeking refuge in the surrounding fortified cities. Upon arriving at a 
point south of Jabala, Saladin was joined by his son al-Zahir from Aleppo. 

Jabala was taken with the help of the Muslim population and its qadi on 
Friday, July 15, 1188. A few kilometers to the east, the fortress of Bikisra’il, al- 
ready more or less under the control of the mountain dwellers, also surren- 
dered. Latakia fell on July 21, and the twin fortified castle that protected it on the 
northeast side surrendered on the evening of Friday, July 22. The qadi of Jabala 
served as an intermediary between the garrison and the sultan. The lives of the 
Franks were spared, but all their possessions were plundered. Latakia was a 
large and rich city surrounded by orchards, with beautiful residences, streets 
lined with porticos, and lively markets, and ‘Imad al-Din could not refrain from 
lamenting its ruin: “I saw with sadness its prosperity disappear and everything 
that adorned it vanish, but my joy grew to see it come back to support Islam and 
to shine with new brilliance. Had it been able to preserve its beauty and its con- 
dition once truth had been substituted for error, how desirable and admirable it 
would have been, and what superiority its return to life [conversion] would have 
given it!" 

The Eastern Christians and even a few Franks were allowed to remain in 
the city with the status of dhimmis. Saladin then received Margarit, admiral of 
the Sicilian fleet posted opposite the port of Latakia. Margarit attempted to 
persuade him to leave the city to the Franks in exchange for their submission. 
He dangled the threat of a new Crusade should Saladin refuse, but to no avail. 

In the following days, most of the fortresses located inland of Latakia, 
which had assured protection of the coastal cities and more or less directly con- 
trolled the roads linking central and northern Syria to the coast, fell one after 
another.” On August 23, Saladin himself took command of the assault on 
Burzayh, a high-perched castle reputed to be impregnable, located northwest 
of Apamea. The lady of that fortress was none other than the sister-in-law of 
Bohemond of Antioch, whose wife, Sibylla, occasionally fed information to 
Saladin.” The sultan had therefore pledged to Sibylla not to do her sister any 
harm. After his army outstripped him and seized her and her family, Saladin, 


to honor his promise, had to ransom her from her ravishers and have her es- 
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corted safe and sound to Antioch. In returning north, rather than directly at- 
tack Antioch, Saladin chose to seize the two strongholds protecting the area 
near the city: Darbsak and Baghras fell, respectively, on September 16 and 26, 
1188. These fortresses had a strategic position of foremost importance, since 
they controlled all the roads linking Aleppo to Cilicia, and the Knights Tem- 
plar who held them had made them their base for the raids they were launch- 
ing against the territory of Aleppo.” 

Within three months, then, Saladin had carried out an impressive number 
of conquests. His strategy, which consisted of wagering on the support of the 
Muslim populations, the swiftness of the attacks, and the takeover of inland ar- 
eas to assure connections between the interior of Syria and the coast, had paid 
off. But so long as Tripoli and Antioch had not fallen, a counteroffensive with 
the aid of reinforcements from the West still remained possible. To definitively 
expel the Franks from northern Syria, it would no doubt have been more effec- 
tive to take control of these two capitals before seizing the fortresses of the inte- 
rior. Saladin was not unaware of this, but he also knew that such an operation 
was much more difficult and ran the risk of depleting his forces without any real 
result, as the experience of Tyre had recently demonstrated. And he needed to 
gain territory rapidly to satisfy his family members and emirs. The most aston- 
ishing thing is undoubtedly the lack of reaction from the county of Tripoli and 
the principality of Antioch. In fact, several fortresses fell not because the Mus- 
lims took them by force but because their occupiers, despairing of seeing rein- 
forcements arrive from Antioch, ultimately delivered them in exchange for the 
promise that their lives would be spared. During the siege of Shughr, ‘Imad al- 
Din himself noted that the Muslims were becoming discouraged, when sud- 
denly the besieged agreed to surrender. Similarly, the weak resistance of the 
Knights Templar—known, moreover, for their bravery and bellicosity—did not 
fail to surprise: “The submission of those obdurate men astonished us: they 
handed over [their castles] to us, though they were jealous even of the sun pen- 
etrating through.”” 

No doubt the Franks of Antioch and Tripoli feared that, in taking the of- 
fensive, they would use up their forces, which were already severely compro- 
mised by the lost battles, the lack of deliveries of supplies, and the high cost of 
provisions. Bohemond III hoped primarily that his many attempts to obtain 
reinforcements from the West would ultimately bear fruit. He knew, more- 
over, that his principal advantage against Saladin was control of the sea and 
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that, for that reason, Saladin would have as much if not more difficulty seizing 
Tripoli and Antioch as he had had in Tyre. 

It may have been because he was aware of these difficulties that Saladin 
abandoned taking the road to Antioch, which was nevertheless open before 
him, and preferred to conclude an eight-month truce with Bohemond III, which 
was to begin on October 1, 1188. All the Muslim prisoners were to be released, 
and it seems that Bohemond also promised to hand over Antioch to the Mus- 
lims if no help reached him before the truce expired.” Saladin’s close circle justi- 
fied the truce by insisting on the army’s state of exhaustion and the eagerness of 
the eastern troops to return home, while minimizing the concessions made to 
the Franks: 


The sultan had chosen well, since the truce was set to expire before 
the ripening of the grains and harvest time; the Franks could not 
gather them in, or transport them, or dispose of them. The sultan 
had no great desire to conclude that peace, because of our overall 
good fortune in the war and the abundance of our gains; but the 
foreign troops, tired of remaining there, displayed their weariness, 
and demanded peace and calm. And it was said: “During that truce, 
the might of Antioch will not increase, it will not recover its vigor; it 
will not be able to count on the aid of a certain number, whereas we 
will keep our promise by returning against it upon the expiration of 
the truce. As for its fortifications, we have seized their honey and 
killed their bees.”” 


All that remained was to distribute the conquered fortresses. Saladin 
wanted first to thank the Aleppine emirs who had rallied behind him in 1183.” 
He also rewarded his most faithful emirs, particularly Mangiiverish Ibn 
Khumartegin, son of the Turkish emir who had given his life to defend him 
against the Assassins in 1174, and ‘Izz al-Din Ibn al-Mugaddam, whose father, 
killed in Mecca shortly before, had delivered Damascus to him in 1174. Ghars 
al-Din Qilij, a former emir of Shirkih’s who had played a major role the previ- 
ous year in the taking of Caesarea, and Saladin’s nephew Taqi al-Din were also 
generously thanked.” That victorious campaign in northern Syria had not 
only weakened the Franks but had also allowed Saladin to establish closer ties 
with a number of his emirs. 
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On October 5, 1188, the sultan arrived in Aleppo, where he received a royal 
welcome from his son al-Zahir. He did not linger, however, but set out for Da- 
mascus three days later. Autumn had already arrived, the Ramadan fast was to 
begin in ten days, and the troops were hoping for some rest. But Saladin did 
not seem to want to observe any sort of truce, either religious or hibernal. His 
principal objective remained to take the fortresses in the kingdom of Jerusalem 
that were still resisting him.”* For more than a year Kerak had been besieged by 
Muslim troops. The garrison, worn down and with no hope of receiving aid, 
finally surrendered to al-Adil in November 1188. Saladin, for his part, estab- 
lished his camp northwest of Lake Tiberias, outside Safad, which the Knights 
Templar handed over to him fairly quickly in the first days of December. He 
had no great difficulty defeating two hundred Frankish troops who had come 
from Tyre to aid Kawkab (Belvoir), held by the Hospitallers, four kilometers 
southwest of Lake Tiberias. Saladin went in person to the foot of that mighty 
fortress, which had been besieged by the Muslims for more than nine months. 
Despite the resistance of the garrison and the deplorable weather conditions, 
the Muslim sappers, in rain, cold, and mud, undermined the wall. The Hospi- 
tallers finally surrendered in early January 1189. Saladin offered the fortress to 
several emirs, but none wanted it. He finally gave it to the leader of the siege, 
who already had Tiberias in his possession. He accepted it—reluctantly, though 
no one really knows the reason for the emirs’ lack of enthusiasm about possess- 
ing Kawkab.” 

That conquest marked the end of Saladin’s campaign. The troops returned 
to rest, and Saladin, accompanied by al-‘Adil, set off for Jerusalem in late Janu- 
ary 1189, “making that pilgrimage to win favor and blessings.”*® Unable to go to 
Mecca in that month of Muslim pilgrimage” for fear of leaving the field wide 
open to the Franks, Saladin, in visiting Jerusalem, symbolically linked the two 
cities and once again styled himself the defender of the Muslim religion. To 
properly mark that symbolic connection, he arrived in the holy city on the very 
day the pilgrimage to Mecca was beginning. At the Dome of the Rock, he per- 
formed the same prayer rituals, the distribution of alms to the poor, and the 
immolation of an animal on the tenth day of the month, the day of the Feast of 
Sacrifice (‘Id al-Adha).** The day after the feast, he went to inspect all his recent 
conquests between Ascalon (there he took leave of al-Adil, who returned to 
Egypt) and Acre. Before departing from Acre in March 1189, he named Qa- 
raqush al-Asadi as its governor. 
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The balance sheet for the campaigns of 1187 and 1188 was indisputably posi- 
tive for Saladin. Of the kingdom of Jerusalem, only Tyre remained; the fortress 
of Shawbak finally fell in its turn in spring 1189, and Beaufort in April 1190. Of 
the principality of Antioch, there was still the city of Antioch and, a little far- 
ther to the south, the fortress of Qusayr. Only the county of Tripoli had come 
out relatively well, since, though Jubayl had fallen, the capital and the main 
fortresses had resisted.” Nevertheless, Saladin knew his task was not complete 
and that the most difficult thing would be to hold on to his recent conquests. 
His anxiety is perceptible in a letter he sent to his brother Tughtegin in Yemen. 
In it he shares his plan to conquer Antioch and Tripoli but does not conceal the 
fact that alarming news—that Western military preparations were being made 
against Egypt and Syria—had reached him from Alexandria. Saladin therefore 
asked Tughtegin to come join him as soon as possible with reinforcements of 


men and money. 


ae 


The Third Crusade 


By the early 1160s, a growing number of appeals for aid had 
reached the West, but the political situation was hardly favorable to a new Cru- 
sade. Emperor Frederick I Barbarossa (r. 1152-1190), the most powerful Western 
ruler, was engaged in a long struggle against the papacy and the Lombard cities. 
Even within Germany, he had to face the opposition of the Guelfs. It was only 
after 1184 that he could finally think about a Crusade. As for the kings of En- 
gland and France, though they were closely linked—Henry II (r. 1154-1189) held 
the entire western part of France as the vassal of Philip Augustus (r. 1180-1223) — 
relations between them were tense. Each looked to the other, neither wanting 
to go on a Crusade by himself. Henry II sent money to the Holy Land and in 
1166 established the first Western property tax on both the clergy and laymen, 
to be used as aid for the Latin states. But the Third Crusade still remained in the 
planning stage. In 1184-1185, an embassy from Jerusalem headed by Patriarch 
Heraclius came to ask for help. Frederick Barbarossa promised a Crusade for 
1186, but in November 1185 the election of Pope Urban III reactivated the conflict 
between the papacy and the empire and called everything into doubt once 
again. The embassy also went to France and England, without significant re- 


sults, except that a new tax for the Crusade was established. 
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The defeat of Hattin would change everything. The ailing Pope Urban III 
died upon learning the news. An appeal for a Crusade was launched in late 
October 1187 by the new pope, Gregory VIII. He died a few weeks later, but his 
call was taken up by his successor, Clement III. The first to respond was Wil- 
liam II of Sicily, who sent a fleet of some fifty galleys to aid Tripoli. Richard the 
Lionheart took up the cross in November 1187 when he was still only count of 
Poitou. On January 21, 1188, an accord was reached between Henry II and 
Philip Augustus, in Gisors, Normandy, but their quarrel did not really end be- 
fore Henry Is death on July 6, 1189. 

To finance the Crusade, a 10 percent tax, the so-called Saladin tithe, was 
instituted in France and England on all revenue and movable property. Those 
who took up the cross were exempt and could keep the tithe paid by their vas- 
sals and tenants, a measure that displeased the clergy, for whom on principle 
that tithe was intended. In England, the Jewish communities were compelled 
to deliver 25 percent of their revenues, but that was not enough to protect them 
from exactions and massacres. Once more, the population held them respon- 
sible for every evil. In Germany there was no specific tax, but every Crusader 
had to take enough money to subsist for two years, so a large number of un- 
desirables were eliminated.’ 


Saladin’s Diplomatic Efforts 


In the face of that new threat, Saladin used diplomatic means with all the 
Franks’ potential adversaries, beginning with the Byzantines. In the early 1170s, 
the Franks still had hopes of receiving help from the Byzantines in their attempt 
to disembark in Egypt. In 1171 Amalric had been very well received in Constanti- 
nople by Emperor Manuel I Comnenus (r. 1143-1180), who even had reparations 
made to the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem; and in 1173 a commu- 
nity of Orthodox priests had been allowed to reestablish themselves there. All 
the same, the Byzantine policy in the Mediterranean remained ambiguous at 
the very least, their principal concern being to oppose the hegemonic ambitions 
of the Normans of Sicily. Therefore, when the Normans organized an expedi- 
tion against Egypt in 1174, it was Emperor Manuel in person who warned Sala- 
din about it. In 1176, the rout of the emperor's troops in Myriokephalon by the 
Seljuks of Anatolia finally dashed the Franks’ hopes of finding protectors in 
Syria-Palestine among the Byzantines and allies in the conquest of Egypt. The 
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Byzantines, very weakened and threatened by the Normans of Sicily, then turned 
to Saladin. 

In 1181 Saladin received an ambassador of Maria of Antioch, widow of Em- 
peror Manuel and regent for her son Alexis II. An accord was reached between 
the two parties, and by autumn 1181, some 180 Muslim prisoners were freed.” 
The following year, the uprising of the Byzantine population and the massacre 
of the Latin community of Constantinople did not improve relations between 
Eastern and Western Christians and no doubt impelled the new emperor, An- 
dronicus I Comnenus (r. 1183-1185), to turn to the Muslims. At the time, the 
Byzantines were seeking to regain Cyprus, which had passed into the hands of 
a rebel duke, Isaac Comnenus; in the meantime, they had increasing anxiety 
about the Normans, who had established closer ties with the Germanic empire 
through the marriage of the heiress Constance of Sicily to Frederick Barbaros- 
sa's son, the future Henry VI. In 1185, talks took place between Andronicus and 
Saladin, and then between Andronicus’s successor, Isaac II Angelus (r. 1185-1195), 
and the sultan. The unrealistic nature of the proposals the emperor reportedly 
made to Saladin has led some to doubt the very existence of these negotiations: 
he stipulated that Antioch and the surrounding region, plus Jerusalem and the 
entire coast (except Ascalon), were to revert to the Byzantines, while the Seljuk 
territories of Anatolia were to be divided up between the emperor and Saladin. 
Nevertheless, most historians today concede that a rapprochement between the 
Byzantine emperors and Saladin did indeed take place during that time.’ 

Isaac II Angelus agreed all the easier to negotiations with Saladin because 
he had earlier spent some time with him. The arrest of Isaac’s brother Alexis in 
Acre, made by Raymond of Tripoli and Bohemond III of Antioch, only brought 
Isaac closer to the sultan. The emperor asked for Saladin’s intercession in an 
effort to have his brother Alexis released. Saladin was obliged to inform him of 
his falling-out with Raymond but offered him an alliance in the event of an at- 
tack on the Franks. This was on the eve of the Battle of Hattin in 1187. A few 
months later, when Saladin reconquered Palestine, a Greek fleet appeared in 
the waters of Cyprus to reduce the rebel duke, Isaac Comnenus, and perhaps 
even to lend a hand to the Muslims. The plan failed, but that did not prevent 
Saladin, after his first victories and the taking of Acre, from offering to release 
Alexis or from giving Isaac II Angelus very rich presents, including an ele- 
phant, more than a thousand horses, saddles, bows and arrows, about a hun- 


dred Byzantine prisoners, and a quantity of spices. The Byzantine emperor 


[ 240 1] 


THE THIRD CRUSADE 





replied with an even more sumptuous embassy, which arrived in Acre in early 
1188, to thank Saladin for the release of his brother, to congratulate him for the 
conquest of Jerusalem, and to inform him of the preparations being made in 
the West for a new Crusade. Saladin sent his own ambassador, laden with gifts, 
back to the basileus in an attempt to negotiate an alliance against the Franks.* 

Embassies sent back and forth between the sultan or his brother al-Adil and 
Isaac II Angelus continued until 1190. Political interests mingled with religious 
concerns. The emperor sought to strengthen the authority of the Greek church 
over the Holy Sepulchre and to obtain the return of a Greek patriarch to Jerusa- 
lem, and he demanded the restitution of the relic of the True Cross; Saladin 
wanted the Constantinople mosque reopened. On that last point, the Muslims 
obtained satisfaction in about 1189. Saladin sent a minbar by boat to be placed in the 
restored mosque, along with a preacher assigned to pronounce the khutba for the 
Muslim community there, composed primarily of merchants.’ In August- 
September 1189, another Byzantine embassy came to inform Saladin of the prog- 
ress of the German Crusade. In his letter, the basileus apologized for having al- 
lowed it to pass through Anatolia, but reassured him: the Crusaders had escaped 
the Byzantine troops, but in such a state of weakness that they no longer repre- 
sented a threat to Saladin, with whom, Isaac II said, he was ready to resume nego- 
tiations. Ibn Shaddad indicates that Saladin gave the embassy a very good wel- 
come, but says not a word about his response.® One thing is sure, however: the 
more or less passive resistance mounted by the Byzantines against the Crusaders 
was real, and it was harshly condemned by the Westerners, whose resentment 


against their Eastern coreligionists only increased. Some Latin sources attest to it: 


Whereas the Latins are equally proficient in knowledge and arms, 
the Greeks know that they themselves are completely ignorant and 
unwarlike. . . . Perfidious people, wicked and altogether degener- 
ate generation! Their decline is the more extraordinary because 
they used to be so illustrious. It is as if gold were transformed into 
slag, grain into chaff, purity into dung or glory into confusion. .. . 
Although those people could not prevent our army’s passing in the 
abovementioned places, they did what they could. All the local in- 
habitants went up into the mountains, taking away all the comforts 
which can be bought. Those approaching found empty houses with 


everything removed.’ 
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Nevertheless, though the basileus regularly assured Saladin of his desire 
to oppose the Crusade and sent him the information to which he was privy, 
apart from a few services rendered on either side, their alliance remained in 
large part theoretical. No precise mutual defense agreement was signed, since 
the basileus was not powerful enough to oppose the Germanic emperor openly 
and was no doubt realistic enough to know that Saladin could not do a great 
deal to help him. As for Saladin, he was ready to make the most of his op- 
portunities and to negotiate with anyone willing to slow the arrival of the 
Crusaders. That was why, despite his negotiations in progress with the basi- 
leus, he did not hesitate to come to terms with the rebel of Cyprus, Isaac 
Comnenus. Somewhat later, the rebel duke in fact mounted a certain resis- 
tance to the passing Crusaders, capturing one of their ships, but that action 
turned against him with the taking of the island by Richard the Lionheart in 
May 191. Some time later, when Isaac Comnenus, nicknamed Malik al-‘atiq 
(the emancipated king) by the Muslims, wanted to rebel against the king of 
England, he sent word to Saladin that he was ready to establish relations 
with him. Al-Fādil encouraged Saladin to accept that alliance, which accord- 
ing to him would have sown discord in the Christian camp and would have 
been more effective than the negotiations under way with an emperor whose 
every undertaking was doomed to fail.* Al-Fādil seems not to have been 
heeded. 


Just as relations between the Franks and the Byzantines were turbulent, those 
that Saladin maintained with the Seljuks of Anatolia also had their highs and 
lows. Strengthened by his victory in Myriokephalon over the Byzantines in 1176, 
Qilij Arslān had attempted, in early summer 1179, to recuperate the stronghold 
of Ra‘bān in the Upper Euphrates Valley, which Nir al-Din had taken from him 
in 1173. Saladin, busy at the time fighting the Franks, sent his nephew Taqi al- 
Din to Ra‘ban in his place. Taqi al-Din’s subsequent victory dissuaded Qilij 
Arslan from setting foot in the region again. After the taking of Jerusalem, 
he could do nothing more than send an embassy to Saladin to congratulate 
him. It even appears that marriage plans were made between Saladin’s only 
daughter and one of the Seljuk sovereign’s sons, but they met with the oppo- 


sition of his other sons. In reality, however, Qilij Arslan’s support of Saladin 
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always remained very patchy.’ He did not provide Saladin with any military 
aid during the Third Crusade and, even worse, agreed to sign an accord with 
Frederick Barbarossa allowing the Crusaders to pass through his territories. 
The judgment of Saladin’s entourage was as harsh toward him as the Franks’ 
view of the Byzantine emperor: “Qilij Arslan openly displayed his fear of the 
[Holy Roman] emperor, but secretly he was concealing an alliance with him. 
Once the emperor had entered his states, Qilij Arslan publicly revealed the 
perverse designs he had until then dissimulated and concluded an accord 
with him. He gave him hostages as a guarantee for the guides he would send 
with him, to lead him to the land of the son of Leon [the ruler of Lesser 
Armenia].””® 

Saladin could not fail to take an interest in the political situation in Anato- 
lia. “If these lands fall into the hands of the unbelievers, then there will be no 
more Islam,” he wrote to the caliph in early 1191. Hence his growing anxiety 
about the quarrels between Qilij Arslan and his sons." An alliance with Sala- 
din interested the Seljuks only within the context of the fierce struggle for 
power among the members of the ruling family. So it was that in late Septem- 
ber 1191 Saladin received one of Qilij Arslan’s ten sons, who had come to ask 
for aid against his father and brothers.” Saladin treated him honorably and 
gave him the hand of one of his nieces, with a tidy dowry of one hundred 
thousand dinars. That alliance no doubt protected Qilij Arslan’s son against 
his own family, but above all, it assumed great symbolic importance, since for 
the first time a prince of blood from the prestigious Seljuk dynasty had en- 
tered the service of an Ayyubid.’ In July 1192, Saladin received a new Seljuk 
embassy in Jerusalem, sent by another of Qilij Arslan’s sons, who asked that 
troops be dispatched to occupy his lands, sensing that he was unable to defend 
them himself. Saladin, detained in Palestine by other concerns, did not re- 
spond to this request.“ 

A deep distrust alienated Saladin from his potential Byzantine and Seljuk al- 
lies. Both saw the sultan only as potential support against their rivals, whereas 
Saladin tried to drag them into his fight against the Franks. Under such condi- 
tions, there was little chance that a real alliance would come about, and the pri- 
mary objective of the exchanges of embassies was to maintain contact, to assure 
Saladin’s interlocutors of his good intentions, and thus to prevent a new mili- 
tary front from opening up. It follows that, in the East at least, the battles in 


preparation in no way constituted a religious war, despite what the discourse 
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would have us believe. It was not Islam and Christianity facing off, but rather 
sovereigns confronting internal and external difficulties, who attempted to 
find allies—whatever their religion—against those threatening them. Hence 
the Byzantine Christians sought Saladin’s alliance against other Christians, Si- 
cilian or German; Saladin was ready to support the Byzantines or the Christian 
rebel of Cyprus if they supported him in a battle against the Franks; and the 
Seljuks did not hesitate to offer their services to the Germans to combat the 
same man they had just congratulated for taking Jerusalem from the Franks. 

The negotiations conducted during the same period between Saladin and 
Frederick Barbarossa were of a different nature.” The two rulers had not waited 
until the Battle of Hattin to establish relations. In the early years of Saladin’s 
reign, some embassies were exchanged, though it is not always possible to know 
their substance or to date them with accuracy. The Latin sources record an em- 
bassy from Frederick to Saladin in 1175 in the person of Burchard of Strasbourg, 
who left behind an account of his journey.’ Burchard went by ship to Genoa, 
skirting Corsica and Sardinia, before heading for Sicily and then Cyrenaica. 
From there he arrived in Alexandria, where he disembarked after forty-seven 
days at sea. He went to Cairo, but since Saladin was in Damascus at the time, 
Burchard set off for that city, where he arrived some three weeks later. Unfortu- 
nately, his narrative says nothing about the reasons for his mission or the results 
obtained. Did he meet Saladin? Is his silence the result of secrecy or of the fail- 
ure of his mission? Nothing is known about it. Having visited Damascus and the 
surrounding region, Burchard headed for Palestine, visited the holy sites, and 
continued his journey to Egypt, whence he embarked for the West. 

Was it in response to that embassy or to another, earlier one that Saladin 
himself dispatched an ambassador to Frederick to assure him that he had re- 
ceived his message of friendship?” The ambassador, conducted by the Genoese 
to the emperor's court, handed Frederick a letter informing him of the reestab- 
lishment of Sunni orthodoxy in Muslim territories—an allusion to the fall of 
the Fatimid caliphate of Egypt—and of the failure in Damietta of the Franco- 
Byzantine expedition. With that embassy, Saladin was obviously seeking to 
maintain good relations with the emperor, perhaps to test his reactions, while 
at the same time urging him to undertake no action against the Muslims, 
whose recent victories in Egypt attested to their determination and strength.” 

After the fall of Jerusalem, relations between the two rulers could not re- 


main as they had been. In March 1188, the emperor sent a new embassy to Sala- 
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din under the leadership of Heinrich von Dietz, attested in the Western but not 
the Arab sources. Was it an ultimatum, which Saladin rejected, or even a decla- 
ration of war, as the author of the Itinerarium asserts, reproducing both the letter 
from the emperor and Saladin’s reply?” As Hans E. Mayer and Hannes Möhring 
have shown,”' the letter from Frederick to Saladin preserved in the Latin source 
is an obvious forgery, but it is more difficult to reach a verdict on the one Saladin 
sent Frederick, which is fairly consistent with that type of correspondence and 
only repeats arguments often advanced elsewhere: the Muslim forces would al- 
ways outnumber the Christians, and the Bedouins and the rulers of the neigh- 
boring states would offer their aid if necessary. Saladin says he is even ready to 
take the battle to the emperor's territories, and recalls that twice already the al- 
lied forces of Christianity had been defeated, in Damietta and Alexandria.” In 
addition, the conquest of Tyre, Tripoli, and Antioch was imminent. In exchange 
for a truce, Saladin offered to return the relic of the True Cross, to release his 
prisoners, allow pilgrimages, let a priest remain in the Holy Sepulchre, and re- 
store the Christian monasteries that preexisted the Frankish conquest. The titu- 
lature bestowed on Saladin at the end of the letter reproduces, with a few awk- 
ward translations, the titles generally attributed to him by Arabic texts and 
epigraphy.” Möhring, who has analyzed at length the terms of that letter, con- 
siders it a forgery and doubts the very existence of that embassy. The arguments 
he advances, however, do not seem either conclusive or totally persuasive to 
me, and in my view it remains as difficult to conclude that the letter is a forgery 
as to assert its authenticity.” 

For Mayer, the counterfeit letter from Frederick to Saladin appearing in the 
Itinerarium does not rule out the existence of an embassy. It is not very surpris- 
ing, in fact, that such an embassy should have occurred, since during the same 
period Frederick, in preparation for his expedition, sent other embassies to 
Serbia, Hungary, Constantinople, and Konya, capital of the Seljuk sultan of 
Anatolia.” It was a German lord named Gottfried von Wiesenbach who was 
sent to Sultan Qilij Arslan. The sultan responded by dispatching in turn an 
ambassador, laden with gifts, to assure Frederick that the sultan would support 
him when the German armies crossed through Qilij Arslan’s territories. Be- 
cause of the great tension at the time between Frederick and the Byzantines, 
the embassy was detained for several weeks in Constantinople, stripped of its 
gifts, and finally freed after the accord concluded between Frederick and Isaac 
Angelus. But the embassy did not reach the German emperor until February 
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14, 1190, at a time when he had been traveling to the Holy Land for over nine 


months, 


The Beginning of the Siege of Acre 


This was not the first time that Frederick Barbarossa, now sixty-seven years old, 
had taken up the cross. In the company of his uncle King Conrad III, he had also 
participated in the Second Crusade. Accompanied this time by his son Frederick 
of Swabia and by many bishops and German nobles, he left Regensburg on May 
11, 1189, at the head of a very large army, and opted for the overland route 
through the Byzantine Empire and the Seljuk sultanate. Having passed with 
some difficulty through Byzantine territories, the army crossed the Bosphorus 
Strait, arriving in Seljuk territory on April 25, 1190. Although Frederick had 
taken the precaution of negotiating the passing of his troops with Qilij Arslan, 
he had not foreseen the hostile reaction of the latter’s eldest son, who inflicted 
heavy losses on the German army before being himself badly beaten on May 18, 
1190. Even less had Frederick foreseen that his life would end on June 10, 1190. He 
drowned in the Selef, a waterway in Asia Minor not far from Seleucia. His son 
set off for the Crusade in his place, but the troops were no longer so motivated, 
and many returned home or died on the way, victims of the Muslim attacks in 
northern Syria and epidemics in Antioch. The survivors reached the region of 
Acre on October 7, where they reunited with those who had preferred to take 
the sea route. Little remained of the original army, however, and the Germans 
played only an insignificant role in the subsequent Crusade. Their most endur- 
ing action was to found a German hospital east of Acre, the beginning of the 
Order of the Teutonic Knights.”° 

The Third Crusade played out for the most part around the city of Acre. 
Saladin was in Damascus in late March 1189. From there he went first to Marj 
“‘Uyiin, now in southern Lebanon, where he launched a few reconnaissance 
missions targeting the castle of Beaufort, still controlled by Reginald of Sidon. 
Reginald, who spoke fluent Arabic and had an interest in Muslim culture, man- 
aged to gain a little time by promising to hand over his fortress if he obtained a 
three-month delay to send for his family in Tyre. When Saladin realized in 
early August that Reginald had used that delay to reinforce the fortifications of 
his fortress, he had Reginald taken prisoner and sent to rot in a Damascus jail. 


Several months had elapsed, however, during which Saladin had not attacked 
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Tripoli as he had planned, while the Franks were continuing to grow in 
strength in Tyre. Guy of Lusignan, freed the previous summer in exchange for 
his promise to no longer fight the Muslims, had been released from his vow 
and, after assembling a few troops in Tripoli, had arrived in Tyre, where Con- 
rad of Montferrat refused him access to the city. After securing the aid of a 
Pisan fleet, he decided to besiege Acre, arriving there in late August 1189. It was 
the start of a siege that would last two years. 

Since the course of the siege of Acre is well known and has often been de- 
scribed, I shall summarize only its principal phases here.” First, the Franks set 
up their camp on a tell east of the city, from which they could control the Acre 
plain. Saladin left Beaufort to return to Acre through the interior of the coun- 
try, somewhat belatedly in the eyes of some, who would have preferred that he 
attack the Franks while they were still en route. The two camps began by 
keeping watch on each other while awaiting reinforcements. Saladin was 
joined by his nephew Taqi al-Din and Emir Gökböri, and by the armies of Mo- 
sul, Sinjar, and Diyar Bakr. Two of his sons, al-Afdal and al-Zafir Khadir, were 
at his side. He established his troops on hills in three different places, a few ki- 
lometers east of the city, and throughout the siege moved his troops, depend- 
ing on the needs of strategy, from one hill to another, with attempts to sur- 
round the Franks, sometimes to the north, sometimes to the south of Acre. 

As for the Franks, they were quickly reinforced by Conrad of Montferrat’s 
troops from Tyre, and, for the entire duration of the siege, Frankish ships con- 
tinually disembarked reinforcements in the little bay north of Acre. Sometimes 
the ships were dismantled to build barricades, fortifications, or machines. Men 
of every background arrived: Friesian, Scandinavian, Flemish, French, En- 
glish, Italian, German. Their number and diversity attest to the great trauma 
the West had experienced upon the loss of Jerusalem. In September, they man- 
aged to surround Acre, while the Muslims were hesitating on the tactic to 
adopt: should they conduct a joint attack with the besieged; withdraw in order 
to draw the Franks into pursuing them; or attempt to break the blockade? 
Some hoped the Egyptian fleet would arrive, others said that winter was ap- 
proaching. On October 4, a confrontation initially turned to the Franks’ advan- 
tage. ‘Imad al-Din, who was observing the battle with a few men of religion 
from the hilltop camp, retreated with some others to Lake Tiberias, which did 
not prevent him from subsequently castigating the Muslims who had fled: 


“The soul of the coward was frightened by his idle imagination and worries; he 
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began to flee with no other resolve than his aspirations. . . . It was then that the 
steadfast men were recognized and the true believers held firm.” 

Some fled as far as Damascus. Then it was the Franks’ turn to be defeated 
by the Muslims. Gerard of Ridefort, among others, was captured and executed. 
Many corpses of Franks were thrown into the river south of Acre: more than 
4,100 for the left wing alone, writes Ibn Shaddad, based on the statement of a 
man who made a knot in a string every time he threw a body into the river.” 

In October 1189, Saladin held a council: he favored an immediate offensive 
before the arrival of Frankish reinforcements. The Muslims had no hope of re- 
ceiving further help, except that of al-Adil, who was on his way from Egypt. 
But others thought that the army’s morale was at a low point after fifty days of 
fighting, that the rainy season was beginning, that the Acre plain was gradu- 
ally turning into a mire, that Saladin’s health was fragile, and that it was there- 
fore better to withdraw, leaving behind a small force that would be relieved on 
a regular basis. New troops could then be recruited and reinforcements might 
come from the caliph. During that time—and while the rumor was spreading 
of Frederick Barbarossa’s imminent arrival at the command of an army of two 
hundred thousand men—the Franks entrenched themselves in their camp, 
digging moats and building walls to protect themselves from both the garrison 
of Acre and Saladin’s camp. All that greatly displeased ‘Imad al-Din, who would 
have liked the Muslims to take the offensive without delay. 

In late October 1189, Saladin sent his faithful adviser Ibn Shaddad to the 
east to obtain new reinforcements from the cities of Upper Mesopotamia, and 
especially from Baghdad, but to no avail. Since the eastern armies had been 
given permission to return home, Saladin could no longer count on anyone but 
his own forces and those of al-‘Adil, who arrived in Acre toward late November 
1189. Even though it was no longer the season for sailing, fifty galleys were also 
sent from Egypt under the command of Admiral Husam al-Din Lu’lu’, who 
enjoyed great prestige because he had pushed the Franks back into the Red Sea. 
He arrived in late December with a number of emirs, who reinforced the gar- 
rison of Acre. During the winter, the conflict became entrenched, with a suc- 
cession of offensives and counteroffensives but no conclusive results. The 
Franks’ maritime blockade eased somewhat, allowing Saladin to send supplies 
to Acre. When it resumed with the return of fair weather, communications 


between Saladin and the garrison continued via homing pigeon. In addition, a 
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few oarsmen were paid to spread the news and to transport in their belts 
money for the troops, usually at the risk of their lives.*° 

In the early months of 1190, Saladin launched new appeals for help from his 
brother Tughtegin in Yemen, who continued to turn a deaf ear, and from Qizil 
Arslan, lord of Hamadan in Iran. But Qizil Arslan was in a conflict with his 
nephew, the young sultan Toghril, who for his part sent a messenger to Saladin 
to'ask for aid against his uncle.” Saladin therefore could not hope to obtain re- 
inforcements from that side. Fearing that Egypt would also be attacked, he had 
Alexandria and Damietta reinforced and gave the order to build new boats to 
come to the aid of Acre.” 

In the spring, some good news finally reached him. On April 22, he learned 
that the castle of Beaufort had surrendered in exchange for the garrison’s lives 
and the release of Reginald of Sidon. Then the long-awaited reinforcements 
began to arrive from Syria and Upper Mesopotamia.” Saladin reaped the fruit 
of the efforts he had made during the first part of his reign to impose his au- 
thority east of the Euphrates. On June 14, another piece of good news raised 
the Muslims’ morale: the arrival of the Egyptian fleet—which the sultan had 
ordered built up—laden with supplies. Although one or two boats sank in the 
battle against the Franks, the others managed to reach the port with their 
cargo. 

But Saladin could not really take advantage of that assembling of forces, 
since he quickly had to send troops to northern Syria to stop the German Cru- 
sade. It was Gregory IV, the Armenian catholicos, who had warned Saladin in 
early summer of the arrival of the German troops. Gregory was worried about 
his own lands and also wished to spare the Muslims, among whom he was liv- 
ing in harmony.** In his letter, the catholicos recognized Saladin’s sovereignty 
and conferred on him the title of unifier of Islam and defender of justice. He 
described Frederick Barbarossa’s ravaging armies, which had forced the king of 
Hungary to submit, pillaged the Byzantine emperor's lands, taken hostages 
(including the emperor’s son and brother), vanquished the Seljuk Qutb al-Din, 
and obtained a truce from the latter's father, Qilij Arslan. The catholicos con- 
cluded by announcing the emperor’s death, on June 10, 1190, and the succession 
of his son. Saladin viewed that missive warily, wondering how much credence 
to grant it. He therefore dispatched spies to Anatolia, proof of his lack of confi- 
dence in the information Qilij Arslan was sending. All that attests, once again, 
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to the complexity of political relations in the region, composed of a mix of dis- 
trust and pragmatism and not merely of religious cleavages. 

While awaiting new information, Saladin asked the emirs most affected to 
go defend their territories in northern Syria. Al-Zahir of Aleppo and the emirs 
of Manbij, Shayzar, and Baalbek returned home, accompanied by their troops.” 
Saladin’s nephew Taqi al-Din followed them in July, and the sultan’s ailing son 
al-Afdal also withdrew, along with the military governor of Damascus. That 
meant all the fewer forces for Saladin. In July, however, he was happy to learn, 
through another letter from the catholicos, of the state of weakness suffered by 
the Germans, who had lost their horses and weapons. The princes of Lesser 
Armenia and Antioch attempted to take advantage of that situation, seizing 
those possessions the Germans still held.’ But with the return of warmer 
weather, new reinforcements reached the Franks outside Acre. Henry of Cham- 
pagne, the count and future lord of Jerusalem, disembarked in late July and took 
the command of the army away from Guy of Lusignan, whose influence and 
authority were in sharp decline.” 

During the summer of 1190, Saladin, having inadequate forces to defend all 
the cities of the coast, and fearing that the Franks would seize them and entrench 
themselves, made the decision to destroy Jaffa, Arsūf, and Caesarea south of Acre, 
and, farther north, to dismantle the fortifications of Sidon and Jubayl, whose pop- 
ulations were moved to Beirut. Tiberias met the same fate. Protests arose even 
among Saladin’s close circle. Al-Fadil, in Egypt at the time, did not hesitate to 
write: “We have refused to battle [the enemy], we have beaten a retreat, and even 
more extraordinary, while an army in flight takes along only men, we are fleeing 
with our cities on our backs.” 

Despite that reproach, al-Fadil continued to support Saladin and, in his 
many letters, encouraged him to display patience and endurance throughout 
the ordeal. God had chosen Saladin from among many others for his strength 
and determination. The only one able to dominate the enemy, Saladin had to 
pray that Jerusalem—God willing—would not become Christian again and 
that victory would finally come about.” The tone of these letters, like the deci- 
sion Saladin made to dismantle the coastal cities, is indicative of the pessimism 
reigning at the time in the Muslim camp. 

During that same period, Saladin asked al-Fadil for further reinforcements: 
the Egyptian supply boats, delayed by the lack of wind, ultimately arrived 


laden with provisions and munitions on September 16, 1190. They were a great 


[ 250 J 


THE THIRD CRUSADE 





relief to the besieged, who were beginning to suffer cruelly from the lack of 
food. In October-November, once the threat of the German Crusade had been 
eliminated, Saladin had the pleasure of witnessing the return of his son al- 
Zahir,*° his nephew Taqi al-Din, and the emirs of Shayzar and Baalbek. But on 
October 14, judging his forces still insufficient, and in view of the caliph of 
Baghdad's passivity, he made the decision to send an embassy to the Almohad 
caliph to appeal for his help. 


Saladin’s Appeal to the Almohad Caliph 


The appeal to the Almohad caliph marked an important shift in Saladin’s pol- 
icy. Until that time, the North African Sunni Almohads, who had proclaimed 
themselves caliphs in 1130, were considered foes of the Abbasid caliphate, and 
on several occasions Saladin had announced to the caliph of Baghdad his desire 
to fight them in the caliph’s name. In his letters, al-Fadil himself does not con- 
ceal his hostility toward the Almohads: “Whereas darkness is spreading over 
the Maghreb, it is only al-Nasir’s [Saladin’s] justice and enlightenment that is 
spreading to the east. God blesses only those who follow His way.” 

In line with certain apocalyptic traditions that affirmed that the danger to 
Egypt would come from the west,** some even feared that the Almohads would 
one day seize that country. The Andalusian traveler Ibn Jubayr reports a telling 
anecdote on the subject:** There was in Cairo, between the Ibn Tūlūn Mosque 
and the Fatimid city, two statues mounted on ancient columns. One looked to- 
ward the east and the other toward the west. When the one that looked toward 
the east fell, the Turks overthrew the Fatimids. People thought that the fall of the 
statue turned toward the west would usher in the Almohads’ rule over Egypt. 
According to Ibn Jubayr, a renowned scholar from Egypt had even already pre- 
pared a sermon for the arrival of the Almohads. That sort of legend was in no 
way unusual. In another context, and for a much more ancient period, many 
Arab historians recounted that when the Muslims crossed the Pyrenees in the 
early eighth century, they came across a statue on a vast plain, on which could be 
read: “Sons of Ismail, turn around. You can go no farther. I will give the explana- 
tion if you ask me, but if you do not turn back, you will be killing one another 
until Resurrection Day. ** 

Apart from the role that some wanted to attribute to statues and omens, the 
Ayyubid expansion into North Africa represented a real threat for the Almohad 
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dynasty. For example, in 1187 the ruler Abū Yusuf Yaʻqūb had personally taken 
command of an expedition to drive off Emir Qaraqiish al-Armani of Gabès, and 
he recaptured Gafsa in early 1188. But in the following months, the political con- 
text in the East changed quickly. Saladin needed the Almohad fleet: it was the 
only Muslim fleet capable, if not of rivaling the Italian fleets, then at least of 
mounting a certain resistance to them. The Almohads had in fact developed the 
fleet to fight the Christians of Spain and Portugal and to conquer the central and 
eastern Maghreb.” The Maghrebis therefore had a reputation for being the best 
Muslim sailors. 

In autumn 1190, Saladin sent a letter to the Almohad sovereign, Abū Yūsuf 
Ya‘qub. Its precise context has been an object of a great deal of debate. ‘Imad 
al-Din and Ibn Shaddad, ordinarily very well informed, give no details about it. 
The Damascene historian Abū Shama, however, reproduces the ambassador's 
mission letter, a document he says he was able to see thanks to a trustworthy 
sheikh.*° In that letter, the ambassador was assigned the task of learning about 
the practices and customs of the peoples he would meet along his way. He was 
supposed to inform the Almohad sovereign, called Jinab—a term that could be 
translated as “Majesty” or “Highness’—of all Saladin’s exploits since his arrival 
in Egypt: the suppression of the Fatimids, his expeditions against the infidels, 
the conquest of Jerusalem. He would also inform him of the countless Cru- 
sader reinforcements who continued to arrive from the West, of the siege of 
Acre, the Muslim resistance, and of the need to send Saladin, optimally, the 
Almohad fleet, or at least money and men. The ambassador would point out to 
the Almohad caliph that he could not deny Islam his help when the Franks 
were receiving so much aid, especially since the caliph himself had to face the 
same enemies in the West. The ambassador was also asked to break ranks with 
the Egyptian emirs Qaraqiish and Yūzbāh, who were accused of having cut off 
ties with Saladin. If the Almohad sovereign asked for explanations about the 
fall of the Fatimids and the fate of their army, the ambassador ought to remind 
him that they had asked for aid from the infidels and were about to hand over 
the country to them. He should tell the Almohad as well that it was not the 
army but only its corrupt leaders that had been attacked. Time was of the es- 
sence. It was necessary to act before winter prevented the boats from arriving. 

The letter to the Almohad caliph, written by al-Fadil, has come down to 
us in two different versions: one, undated, refers to events that would situate 


its drafting in autumn 1189; the other version may have been composed a year 
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later.“ One of the most hotly debated differences between these letters has to 
do with the title attributed by Saladin to the Almohad caliph, a detail that is 
not without importance, since the recognition of Sunni sovereignty within 
Islam followed from that title. In the first letter, probably written in autumn 
1189, Saladin granted the Almohad the title of Emir (or Prince) of Believers, 
generally attributed only to the caliph: “May Allah, by the hand of the Majesty 
of our Sire, Prince of Believers, lord of worlds, partner in the governance of 
the temporal and spiritual, open the doors of blessed fortune and the sources 
of prosperity.”™“* 

The second, sent a year later, grants flattering and laudatory titles to the 
Almohad sovereign, but the supreme title “Emir of Believers,” which would 
have made him the leader of the entire Sunni community in the East and in the 
West, is not conferred on him. Some members of Saladin’s entourage seem to 
have urged him to use the title “Emir of Believers” to earn the Almohad’s 
goodwill. Others, such as al-Fadil, were resolutely opposed, probably so as not 
to displease the caliph of Baghdad, who had given Saladin the task of repelling 
these same Almohads and from whom help was still anticipated. 

Ina letter that al-Fadil sent to Saladin from Cairo, he asserts that his disagree- 
ment has to do not with the content of the missive to the Almohad ruler but with 
its form. He says that, in composing it, he introduced all the marks of homage 
and respect possible and that it was difficult to go any further. Since Saladin’s 
ambassador, with whom al-Fadil had spoken, told him that he would not take 
responsibility for that letter to the Almohad unless the expression “Emir of Be- 
lievers” appeared in it—a necessary condition for the success of the enterprise, 
demanded by Saladin himself and his brother al-‘Adil—al-Fadil replied that that 
formula could be implied but not clearly expressed. Such, he affirmed, were the 
practices of the Egyptian administration. For example, some thirty years before, 
when the Fatimid vizier of Egypt had addressed the heir to the Almohad throne, 
he had called him “Emir of noble extraction and very illustrious one.” That had 
been sufficient, and the vizier, though in a position of weakness at the time, had 
received the response he was expecting. Saladin ought not to position himself 
beneath that vizier, who was much less important than he, when dealing with a 
ruler who was having trouble ridding himself of two outlaw mamluks and who 
took six months to go from Marrakesh to Kairouan. 

Since the ambassador was still reluctant and feared disobeying Saladin, al- 


Fadil told him it would be enough to acknowledge orally the Almohad sovereign’s 
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title of Emir of Believers, making him all the promises he wanted, since spoken 
words could always be denied. Such was not the case for a letter: once it was read 
on the minbars of the Maghreb, it would be equivalent to a public acknowledg- 
ment of the caliphate, for a sovereign who had no legitimacy to it. It would mean 
humiliating oneself and placing the unity of Islam in peril, opening a door that 
would then be impossible to close. The ambassador, still hesitant, declared that he 
would remain in Alexandria to complete his preparations for the sea voyage while 
awaiting the sultan’s response. 

Al-Fadil therefore sent Saladin the draft of the letter for the Almohad sov- 
ereign, asking him to complete the formula—by which the sender usually 
designated himself—at the head of the letter, before handing it over to his am- 
bassador. That formula, he added, ought to repeat the terms used to invoke 
Saladin’s name during the Friday great prayer: “Yusuf son of Ayyib, avid for 
[the mercy] of God Almighty,’ and should not include the expression “ser- 
vant” (khddim) of the Almohad sovereign. Moreover, al-Fadil left to his master 
the task of deciding about the title “Emir of Believers.” If Saladin absolutely 
insisted on it, he could ask his secretaries to recopy the text and add the title, 
but the sultan ought not to forget to add his closing formulas (‘alama) himself. 
Otherwise, it might be thought that the letter had been written in Egypt in his 
absence, which would give rise to all sorts of rumors.” 

The letter is interesting for many reasons. In the first place, it underscores 
the opposition between the two Sunni caliphates and the delicate situation in 
which Saladin found himself. We have seen that he had always styled himself 
the defender of the caliphate of Baghdad, and there is no reason to call into 
doubt his sincerity on that score, nor the sincerity of al-Fadil, who, though he 
had served the Fatimid dynasty, always remained fundamentally Sunni, de- 
voted to the Abbasid caliphate. Al-Fadil’s stubborn refusal to call the Almohad 
sovereign “Emir of Believers” only confirms his hostility toward and mistrust 
of the Almohads.”' Saladin’s position seems to have been more nuanced, dic- 
tated more by his difficulties with the Franks. Obtaining the aid of the Almohad 
fleet to drive the Franks out of Syria-Palestine was well worth a few politico- 
religious concessions, and that no doubt explains his initial attitude. 

Conversely, if we are to believe the final version of the letter, Saladin seems 
to have yielded to the arguments of al-Fadil, whose influence over him, by vir- 
tue of his long political and administrative experience, was very great. Note as 


well that the reference point of the Fatimid dynasty was still very present in 
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Egypt even twenty years after its fall. Saladin’s prestige and power were mea- 
sured by the yardstick of those of the Fatimid viziers, and the protocols of the 
Fatimid chancery were still taken as a guideline. Finally, it is interesting to 
note that a document was always authenticated by apposing the motto or clos- 
ing formulas of the sultan, who had to inscribe them in his own hand. That 
sometimes presented a problem, as in the present case when he was far from 
his chancery. 

As for the content, in that letter to the Almohad caliph dating to September 
1190, Saladin recalls the conquest of Jerusalem and of other strongholds and 
indicates that Tripoli, Tyre, and Antioch were still in the infidels’ hands. He 
mentions the German Crusade and the Crusade of another king who had put 
to sea. Franks from all the Western regions had responded to that appeal and 
were constantly arriving by ship, with reinforcements of weapons, machines, 
provisions, iron, gold, and silver. Saladin claims that the number of Franks 
outside Acre surpassed a hundred thousand, a figure that was obviously exag- 
gerated to rouse the Almohad sovereign. Saladin also says that he had had a 
fleet built up and that it was fighting the best it could against the many Frank- 
ish ships. He informs the Almohad ruler of the fate of the German army— 
Frederick Barbarossa had drowned en route and his son was attacked by troops 
from northern Syria—and in conclusion sends him a few flattering words to 
persuade him to come to Saladin’s aid. As sultan of Islam, commander of the 
holy warriors on the way to paradise, the Almohad caliph more than anyone 
else deserved to be implored for aid, since his own exploits on behalf of jihad, 
and also those of his ancestors, were well known. The Almohad caliph, whose 
renown had spread to every region, would undoubtedly agree to lead his 
armies on the sea to battle the infidels. The list of presents that Saladin sent 
him included a valuable Koran, musk, amber necklaces, aloe, balm of Judea, 
about a hundred bows, some twenty horse saddles, the same number of Indian 
sword blades, and finally, some seven hundred arrows of the best quality.” 

If we are to believe Abi Shama—and his version is very credible—the am- 
bassador departed from Alexandria on October 14 on a galley with a crew of 120. 
He arrived in Tripoli on November 25 and met the Almohad sovereign in Janu- 
ary 1191, at a place that has not been determined.” He returned to Alexandria on 
July 1, 1191, on the eve of the surrender of Acre. In the following days, Saladin 
asked al-Fadil to write to the ambassador and urge him to arrive with Maghrebi 


reinforcements, not knowing that the ambassador had just disembarked in 
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Alexandria.” That letter mentions fifty thousand dead among the Franks, but 
also the reinforcements they were continually receiving, the fall of Acre, Sala- 
din’s determination to continue the fight, and the need, more urgent than ever, 
for the Almohad fleet. But Saladin would never receive any help from either the 
Almohad caliph or the Abbasid caliph. 


Stalemate and Resolution 


During the autumn of 1190, troubles accumulated in the Muslim camp. Emir 
Gökböri, upon the death of his brother, received the city of Irbil and its region 
from Saladin, in exchange for his other Mesopotamian territories, and ob- 
tained permission to go take possession of his new lands.” Other departures 
also weakened the army, such as that of Sanjarshah of Jazirat Ibn ‘Umar, who 
surreptitiously left the Muslim camp on November 1. Having reached Tiberias, 
he received a letter from Saladin enjoining him to return immediately or risk 
breaking the alliance. He seems to have given little thought to the matter until 
he met Saladin’s nephew Taqi al-Din coming from Hama, who returned him, 
with or without his consent, to his uncle’s camp. Saladin did not like that emir 
very much and said of him: “I never heard ill of anyone without finding it less 
than had been reported, except in the case of Sanjarshah.””® 

Saladin himself fell ill again, demoralizing his entourage. With the arrival of 
winter, the fighting let up, and the troops of Upper Mesopotamia were allowed 
to go home, provided they return in the spring. But more than eight hundred 
kilometers as the crow flies separated Acre from Mosul, and it took six months 
for the troops to come back. As might be expected, Sanjarshah, who was in such 
a rush to leave, never reappeared. It must be said that, on his own lands, he en- 
countered the prince of Mosul, who laid siege to him in Jazirat Ibn ‘Umar be- 
tween May and September 1191, encouraged by Saladin, according to some.” 

In the meantime, the Franks also ran into difficulties. The conflicts between 
Conrad of Montferrat and Guy of Lusignan resumed after the death of Sibylla 
and her two daughters in October 1190. Since Guy no longer had the right to 
rule, Conrad had the marriage of Sybilla’s sister Isabella annulled, so that he 
could marry her. This he did in November 1190, even though he was himself al- 
ready married.” ‘Imad al-Din takes offense at the fact that Isabella, pregnant at 
the time by her former husband, Humphrey IV of Toron, was allowed to re- 


marry so quickly, a situation that, he remarks, could not have occurred under 


[ 256 ] 


THE THIRD CRUSADE 





Islam. He probably did not verify what seems to have been only a rumor, since 
no child of Isabella and Humphrey is known to have existed, and in Christen- 
dom, as in Islam, strict rules regarding remarriage had to be respected. Under 
other circumstances, William of Tyre did not neglect to remind the count of 
Flanders that the law of the kingdom forbade a widow from remarrying until a 
year after her husband’s death, particularly if she was pregnant.” 

The winter of 1190-1191 was harsh, and reinforcements by sea had a great 
deal of trouble reaching Muslims and Christians alike. In December, nearly the 
entire fleet sent by Egypt, with men and goods aboard, was shipwrecked just 
outside Acre. It was a hard blow for the Muslims, who saw it as the first sign of 
defeat, especially when, a few days later, part of the wall of Acre collapsed and 
had to undergo emergency repairs. Saladin again appealed for aid from the 
Abbasid caliph. The Franks too were suffering greatly from hunger and epi- 
demics, which in early 1191 killed as many as two hundred a day; nor were their 
boats safe from shipwrecks. On both sides, soldiers deserted and joined the 
enemy camp.” 

During these few winter months, the Franks temporarily suspended their 
marine blockade. Their ships, unable to remain in the open sea, were dragged 
to the bank or given safe harbor in the port of Tyre. Saladin took the opportu- 
nity to relieve some of his troops in Acre and to send fresh supplies to the city. 
But he seems to have had difficulty finding volunteers to replace the sixty or so 
emirs stationed there, and only about twenty relieved them, to protect a popula- 
tion that ‘Imad al-Din estimates at some twenty thousand. Emir Sayf al-Din al- 
Mashtib assumed leadership of the garrison in February 1191, and Qaraqiish al- 
Asadi was retained in his post. For a time, al-Zahir returned to his territory in 
northern Syria, while Taqi al-Din, to whom the sultan had just given Samosata, 
Harran, and Edessa—all abandoned by Gökböri in exchange for Irbil—asked to 
go take possession of them. Saladin allowed him to leave but asked him to come 
back as soon as he had distributed the igta‘s to his emirs. Taqi al-Din left in early 
March i191 and never returned. 

In April, the siege of Acre took a new turn, given the resumption of sailing, 
the fresh supplies that reached the Franks, and especially, the gradual arrival of 
the French and English armies.® The landing of Philip Augustus on April 20, 
1191, did not initially impress the Muslims: “He arrived with six vessels trans- 
porting the Franks, all ominous and hateful men. The Franks had wanted to 
frighten us by speaking of his coming and his violence, and had reported his 
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terrifying threats to us: ‘Upon his arrival, he will command, consolidate, break, 
or solidify, will distribute the money he has brought, will forge ahead’; . . . so 
when he arrived, followed by a small number of men and looking about feebly, 
his mediocrity gave us pleasure. In him greatness and abasement were one in 
our eyes, and we said: ‘His attack is not close to transpiring, nor his might close 
to enduring.’ ’”** 

The French troops, however, were followed seven weeks later by the much 
more numerous troops of Richard the Lionheart. The Crusade by the two 
kings had been delayed by the Franco-English conflict and by Richard’s revolt 
against his father. Peace between France and England was restored only shortly 
before Henry II’s death in July 1189. His son Richard, known for his military 
prowess, succeeded him at age thirty-nine. By contrast, Philip Augustus, at 
twenty-five, did not have the same political weight or, especially, the same fi- 
nancial means as Richard. 

The two rulers left Vézelay on July 4, 1190, and arrived in Messina, Sicily, 
where they spent the winter. Richard the Lionheart wasted no time entering 
into conflict with the occupier of the throne, Tancred of Lecce, and Messina was 
left to the mercy of the Crusaders’ plunder. In spring 1191, the sovereigns set off 
again for the Holy Land, and while Philip Augustus arrived in Acre, Richard the 
Lionheart stayed over in Cyprus through May, taking it from the local Byzan- 
tine despot, Isaac Comnenus, who was in revolt against the emperor. It was 
there that Richard met Guy of Lusignan and took his side,” whereas Philip Au- 
gustus supported Conrad of Montferrat, yet another occasion for a confronta- 
tion between the English and the French. 

Despite these problems, the Franks were considerably reinforced with the 
arrival of the western troops, while Saladin still had only part of his forces avail- 
able. Of course, al-Adil was beside him, and in April contingents from Baalbek, 
Aleppo, and Damascus joined him as well. But Taqi al-Din and Gökbörī, who 
were among his best generals, were absent, and the eastern armies had not yet 
returned. The Muslims’ attempts to stop the English ships failed, and the 
twenty-five galleys, “each of which resembled a hillock and was equal to a cita- 
del; managed without mishap to join the Franks outside Acre. Throughout 
June, the two armies engaged in a number of skirmishes. At the end of the 
month, Saladin received more Egyptian reinforcements as well as troops from 
Sinjar and Mosul. In the Frankish camp, Conrad returned to Tyre. He feared 
losing that city, in fact, since the problems of succession to the throne were still 
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unresolved.” Negotiations then opened between the king of England and the 
sultan, the former attempting to test the reactions of the Muslims, the latter 
seeking primarily to gain some time. 

Inside the city of Acre, the situation was becoming untenable. Further de- 
sertions occurred in the ranks of the emirs; the walls were beginning to crack; 
and the residents, short on provisions, were on the brink of collapse, encircled 
within a city without the slightest source of water. On several occasions, Sayf 
al-Din al-Mashtūb attempted to negotiate the surrender of the city, but to no 
avail. Finally, despite the arrival of new reinforcements for Saladin’s army,® the 
garrison surrendered on July 12, 1191, after a heroic resistance of almost two 
years. The conditions for the surrender of Acre were negotiated not by Saladin 
but directly between the besieged and the besiegers: Acre was handed over with 
everything it contained, including the ships in the harbor, and the entire booty 
was divided up between the French and the English. The lives of the residents of 
Acre were spared, and they were allowed to leave the city with their belongings, 
on the condition that Saladin hand over the relic of the True Cross, pay a ran- 
som of two hundred thousand dinars, and release fifteen hundred anonymous 
Christian prisoners, plus a hundred or so Frankish ones whose names appeared 
on a list composed by the Franks. Ten thousand dinars were also supposed to be 
paid to Conrad, and four thousand total to his companions.” 

The loss of Acre was felt very keenly by Saladin, who received a messenger 
from Qaraqish after the surrender of the city, imploring the sultan to accept 
the conditions imposed by the Franks in order to save the prisoners. Saladin’s 
close circle urged him likewise, while ‘Imad al-Din and Ibn Shaddad encour- 
aged him to undertake the defense of the coast and of Jerusalem. ‘Imad al-Din 
wrote several letters announcing the fall of Acre, explaining the defeat of the 
Muslims by the incessant arrival of Frankish reinforcements and the might of 
their fleet and war machines. He praised the courage of the Muslim soldiers, 
while at the same time accusing certain emirs of desertion, and added that the 
surrender had come about only in the most dire of straits. But after darkness, 
daylight was breaking, he said, and the time of revenge would come, because 
God was with the Muslims and “though the city is lost, the faith is not; though 
the city has perished, Islam has not died.””° 

A few weeks after the fall of Acre, the Franks inflicted on their prisoners a 
fate that came as a very hard blow to the Muslims. The accord stipulated that 
all the Muslims of Acre would be released if Saladin kept his pledges. Saladin 
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was granted a period of two months to gather together the ransom and to re- 
lease the prisoners and return the relic of the True Cross. But, short of money, 
he had to wait for financial resources trickling in from his territories to pay off 
his debt. There were further discussions with the Franks. ‘Imad al-Din said 
that, after a month, the Franks demanded half the amount, the relic of the 
Cross, and all the prisoners. Saladin proposed to pay half the amount on the 
condition that the Franks free his companions and loved ones without delay. 
Hostages would be left behind until the entire ransom was paid. The Franks 
replied that they would release only the prisoners they chose, which reinforced 
Saladin’s conviction that they would not keep their promises and would hold 
those prisoners from whom they could expect a high ransom. The Franks, for 
their part, accused Saladin of equivocating and suspected him of not wanting 
to return either the prisoners or the relic.” 

Richard the Lionheart put an end to the discussion by deciding, on August 
20, 1191, to order the execution of all those prisoners from whom he did not 
think he could make a profit. Between twenty-six hundred and three thousand 
were thus massacred on the plain outside Acre, a decision that the Latin author 
of the Itinerarium, favorable to the king of England, justified by saying that the 
deadline given to Saladin had long since expired and the death of these Mus- 
lims would avenge the many Christians killed by the Turks. Other Western 
sources adopted the same view, but some condemned the act and ascribed it to 
Richard’s quick temper.” At any rate, the Muslims considered that massacre a 
grave violation of the rules of war. Ibn Shaddad notes in passing that, in the 
event that the pledges were not respected, the Franks ought to have kept the 
prisoners as slaves and not massacred them. The first consequence of that bar- 
barous act was that Saladin decided not to pay the ransom and to send the 
Frankish prisoners and the relic of the True Cross to Damascus. 

The human losses during the siege of Acre had been heavy on both sides. 
Among the Franks, “Queen Sibylla, Patriarch Heraclius, five archbishops, six 
bishops, four abbots, a prior, an archdeacon, two dukes, a landgrave, ten counts, 
three viscounts, and thirty other nobles” were among the victims, not to men- 
tion the countless soldiers and servants who had died in battle.” ‘Imad al-Din 
estimates them at fifty thousand, “a figure that this chronicler does not allow 
himself to exaggerate rhetorically, but that he has observed with his own eyes to 
this year.””* On the Muslim side, it is not possible to advance a figure, but the 


dead were also surely very numerous. 
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What were the reasons for that Frankish victory, which allowed the king- 
dom of Jerusalem to live on for nearly another century? In strictly military 
terms, it is clear that the reinforcements of men, ships, and provisions from 
which the Franks benefited almost continually, as well as the very clear superi- 
ority of their fleet, were decisive factors. Saladin had the greatest difficulty 
keeping the Muslim troops permanently mobilized against them and never 
obtained the help he had hoped for, either from the Seljuk sultan of Anatolia or 
from the caliphs of Baghdad and the Maghreb. Of course, the armies of Meso- 
potamia represented a large reserve of men, but emirs who were absent too 
long from their territories risked losing them, and their troops balked at being 
mobilized far from home for such a long period of time. The distances were 
great, and it often took the armies from the east a great deal of time to come 
back. With the departure of his nephew Taqi al-Din and his emir Gökböri, 
Saladin was deprived of his two best generals, just as the armies of Philip Au- 
gustus and Richard the Lionheart were meeting up with the Franks. Saladin 
himself begrudged his nephew for having sought to extend his power in the 
east, and for threatening the emirs of those regions—they no longer dared 
leave their lands—instead of coming back to lend a hand. As for GökbörT’s ab- 
sence, it can no doubt be explained in terms of the crumbling power of the 
Seljuks of Iran, one of whose consequences was an attempt by Caliph al-Nasir 
to expand into northern Mesopotamia. Directly and indirectly, the caliphate of 
Baghdad was involved in Saladin’s failure outside the walls of Acre. On many 
occasions, Saladin felt very alone in his jihad, as he wrote to the caliph: “It is 
surprising and distressing news for all the devout defenders of religion. . . . 
Jihad is the personal duty of all Muslims . . . yet your servant is left to bear that 
oppressive burden all alone.”” 

Lack of money as well certainly played a role in that defeat. Egypt had al- 
ready been heavily taxed, and in his letters al-Fadil complains of finding the 
roads cut off, economic activity suspended, and gold coins nowhere to be 
found.” Al-‘Adil proposed that an additional 1 percent tax be levied on Egyp- 
tian revenues, but Saladin replied that the measure would be far from ade- 
quate.”’ Finally, psychological factors may have played a role in the Franks’ 
victory. They were much more motivated than the Muslims, since their fu- 
ture in the region was at stake in that battle. On the Muslim side, though the 
garrison of Acre fought with exemplary courage, as all the Muslim and Chris- 


tian authors attest, Saladin’s army gave the impression that they no longer had 
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much motivation. Jerusalem had been reconquered, the emirs were eager to 
return home, and the troops were weary from having fought so long. As a re- 
sult, Saladin did not appear to be completely in charge of his troops. The siege 
of Acre and its epilogue remained engraved in Muslim memories for a long 


time. 


The End of the Crusade 


Although Philip Augustus had headed back to France in late July 1191, the Third 
Crusade was not over. The French army remained in the Holy Land under the 
command of the duke of Burgundy, alongside Richard the Lionheart. The En- 
glish king, having repaired the fortifications of Acre, continued to fight Saladin 
for another year, and Saladin’s armies gradually fell apart. South of Acre, the 
Franks won the Battle of Arsuf on September 7 and subsequently seized Jaffa. 
From there they could have set out either for Jerusalem or for Ascalon. Saladin, 
sick at heart and without enough men to defend both cities, decided to sacrifice 
Ascalon. On September 11, 1191, he ordered its fortifications dismantled, its pop- 
ulation evacuated, and its houses destroyed. The destruction of that small sea- 
side city, pleasant and verdant and surrounded by beautiful fortifications, was 
intended to prevent the Franks from entrenching themselves there. Had they 
been allowed to establish themselves in a lasting manner, they would have been 
able to attack Egypt and to cut off relations between that country and Syria. 
Saladin could not take that risk. The destruction of Ascalon was a hard blow to 
the Muslims, and according to Ibn Shaddad, Saladin himself said: “By God, I 
would prefer to lose all my sons rather than demolish a single stone of [Ascalon]. 
Yet, if God decrees it and prescribes it as a way of preserving the best interests of 
the Muslims, what else can I do?”’® 

They saved what they could. For example, the very beautiful sculpted wood 
mihrab, which the Fatimid vizier Badr al-Jamali had installed in the sanctuary 
where the head of Husayn was kept, was sent to Hebron to be placed in the 
Tomb of the Patriarchs.” But the residents were obliged to sell off their belong- 
ings for next to nothing, even as the price of renting beasts of burdens was soar- 
ing. It took about two weeks to destroy the fortifications, and the whole city was 
burned to the ground. To consider just the ancient tower of the Hospitallers, 
overlooking the sea and magnificently fortified, it reportedly burned for two 
days and two nights. Ascalon never completely recovered from that catastro- 


[| 262 ] 


THE THIRD CRUSADE 





phe. Rebuilt by the Franks in the thirteenth century, it was again destroyed by 
the Muslims in 1247. In 1270, Sultan Baybars completed the razing of its fortifica- 
tions, and in 1355, the Maghrebi traveler Ibn Battiita wrote, while visiting the 
region: “Then I left the noble Jerusalem with the plan to visit the fortress of As- 
calon, which is ruined. It is now nothing but effaced vestiges and obliterated 
traces. Very few cities have united so many beauties as those Ascalon used to 
possess. Here the beauty of the place was combined with the force of its loca- 
tion, and it joined the advantages of the continent with those of the sea.”*° 

As Richard the Lionheart was having Jaffa fortified, Saladin decided to 
pursue his policy of dismantling the strongholds on the road between Jaffa 
and Jerusalem. The fortifications of Ramla and Lydda were destroyed, and 
their stores of grain distributed to the army.* In Jerusalem, conversely, Sala- 
din inspected the city’s defenses and supply system; then, in the early days of 
October, he had the castle of Latrun, on the road to Jaffa, demolished. These 
measures give a good indication of the sultan’s state of mind. After his defeat 
at Acre, he no longer believed he had the means to keep all his conquests and 
was most intent on holding on to Jerusalem. In destroying the fortresses to 
the west and engaging in a scorched-earth policy, he obliged the Franks to 
undertake long and costly restorations, thereby preventing them, for the 
time being, from using the fortresses as bases from which to conquer the 
holy city. 

In October, negotiations opened between the Franks and the Muslims. On 
both sides, the land had been laid waste and the population was in a state of 
collapse from all those years of war. Saladin was represented by his brother 
al-‘Adil, a skillful negotiator, who took advantage of the divisions between 
Richard the Lionheart and Conrad of Montferrat, sometimes talking with 
Richard’s envoys, at other times with Conrad’s.** Richard demanded Jerusalem, 
the territories west of the Jordan, and the relic of the True Cross. Saladin re- 
plied that Jerusalem, as holy to the Muslims as it was to the Christians, was not 
negotiable, and that the territories demanded were Muslim possessions. The 
Franks had succeeded in seizing them only because the Muslims were too 
weak to defend themselves at the time.*? 

The oddest subject of negotiation was no doubt that of a marriage between 
al-‘Adil and Joan, sister of Richard the Lionheart and the widow of William II of 
Sicily. The accord that the Franks proposed to the Muslims stipulated that the 
newlyweds would live in Jerusalem, where no Frankish garrison would be 
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allowed but where Latin religious could reside. The Frankish lords, the Knights 
Templar, and the Hospitallers would be allowed to possess villages but not 
fortresses in the surrounding area. The relic of the True Cross would be re- 
turned to the Franks, and the prisoners on both sides released. The new king- 
dom thus created would be governed by al-Adil but would be among Saladin’s 
possessions. Al-‘Adil seemed favorable to these proposals, which Saladin also ac- 
cepted, thinking that Richard the Lionheart was setting a trap for him and that 
he would take no action. According to ‘Imad al-Din, the affair was almost con- 
cluded when it was learned that Joan, who had not been consulted, would not 
hear of the matter, and that the other Frankish lords similarly rejected that mar- 
riage between a Christian princess and a Muslim.** Richard the Lionheart at- 
tempted to persuade al-‘Adil to become a Christian, a proposal he certainly 
knew had no chance of being accepted. 

In early November, Conrad and Richard the Lionheart each sent messen- 
gers to Saladin to continue the discussions. They were very well received by 
the sultan, who was aware of the advantage he could draw from the Frankish 
divisions. His council, meeting on November 11, was of the opinion that it 
would be better to negotiate with Richard the Lionheart, the more powerful 
sovereign but also the one farther from his own lands. Richard had not given 
up on the marriage plan and proposed to ask the pope for permission for Joan 
to marry. Otherwise, Richard offered the hand of his niece in marriage. Sala- 
din agreed to ask for the pope's authorization but flat-out refused to consider 
the niece. It is likely that, in reality, neither sovereign was ready to sign an ac- 
cord. Ibn Shaddad himself says that Saladin did not really want peace, which he 
feared would strengthen the Franks. Ailing, deeply affected by the news that 
had just reached him of his nephew Taqi al-Din ‘Umar’'s death, and uncertain 
about his own future, Saladin wanted to take advantage of what remained of 
the mustering of Muslim forces to fight on. As for ‘Imad al-Din, he scarcely be- 
lieved in the king of England’s sincerity. And the author of the Itinerarium ac- 
cuses Saladin outright of having sought to distract the king’s attention so that 
the sultan would have time to destroy other fortresses.” 

In the following weeks, Richard the Lionheart’s army advanced toward Je- 
rusalem, reaching Latrun. Saladin immediately ordered the fortification proj- 
ects for the holy city accelerated. Egyptian reinforcements, placed under the 
command of Emir Hūsām al-Din Abū |-Hayja’, joined him, and a few raids 


were launched in the region of Ramla. Richard, aware that Saladin would re- 
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sist to the end in Jerusalem, and likely also hindered by difficult weather condi- 
tions, decided to turn back and to set off instead for Ascalon. He arrived there 
on January 21, 1192, and undertook to have the city rebuilt. Saladin allowed his 
troops to disperse, but he remained in Jerusalem to defend it. Since he also 
feared a Frankish attack on Egypt, he gave the order to evacuate the women 
and children of Tinnis and Damietta, and to cut down all the trees around 
Damietta so that the enemy could not use them to build siege engines. The 
moat protecting the city was also deepened.*° 

The months that followed were marked by a resumption of negotiations, but 
the question of Jerusalem continued to be the stumbling block. Richard the Lion- 
heart, having returned to Acre, reopened discussions in February 1192. Saladin 
once again assigned al-‘Adil to negotiate an accord or, in any event, to make the 
discussions drag on until the return of the Muslim troops in the spring. Saladin 
provided him with a list of possible concessions: The Franks could—if they 
insisted—recover Beirut, on the condition that it remain without fortifications. 
The relic of the True Cross could be returned, a Latin priest allowed to dwell in 
the Holy Sepulchre, and the Franks’ freedom to take the pilgrimage to Jerusalem 
could be granted, provided they enter unarmed. The marriage to Joan was no 
longer on the table. Al-‘Adil left Jerusalem on March 20, and having met with the 
Frankish negotiators, he informed Saladin of their demands: an equitable division 
of the coast and possession of Jerusalem, with the exception of the Dome of the 
Rock, which they were quite willing to leave to the Muslims. Further discussions 
concerning Jerusalem allowed al-Adil to obtain as well control of the citadel and 
an equitable division of the city and surrounding villages, with the assurance that 
no Frankish great lord would live there.*” 

These negotiations were interrupted by new quarrels within each camp. On 
the Muslim side, al-Mansūr Nasir al-Din, who had just succeeded his father, 
Taqi al-Din ‘Umar, in Upper Mesopotamia, was suspected of treason and ac- 
cused of seeking an alliance with Bektimur, lord of Akhlat, against his uncle. 
That situation risked undermining Saladin’s authority east of the Euphrates and 
bringing about a new coalition among his Muslim enemies. Saladin was obliged 
to send al-‘Adil to settle the matter in May 1192, which somewhat weakened his 
position in relation to the Franks. Ibn Shaddad even suggests that Richard the 
Lionheart broke off negotiations when he got wind of that affair. The Franks, 
for their part, were still not managing to speak with a single voice. Parallel to 
the negotiations conducted by Richard the Lionheart, Conrad conducted his 
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own. Saladin, aware of the advantages that the situation might procure him, 
agreed to discuss with Conrad a division of the territories and the possible re- 
lease of prisoners. 

In the meantime, new events were about to upend the political life of the 
Latin kingdom and to change the rules of the game. Richard the Lionheart 
knew he could not stay in the Holy Land forever, and the most urgent thing for 
him was to settle the problem of the succession to the throne of Jerusalem be- 
fore he left. After acknowledging Guy of Lusignan as king, with Conrad as 
heir, he came under pressure from the barons. He therefore authorized the 
choice of Conrad, who, in marrying Isabella, had acquired the most legitimacy 
to rule. In compensation, Guy was recognized as lord of Cyprus. 

But Conrad did not have time to be crowned or to conclude the accord with 
Saladin that was about to occur. On April 28, 1192, he was stabbed by two mem- 
bers of the Assassin sect, who, disguised as monks, had infiltrated his entou- 
rage.*° A rumor in both camps accused Richard the Lionheart. Some, however, 
thought the crime had been ordered by Sinan, leader of the sect, while others 
said it was Saladin who had arranged it. An Ismaili hagiographical source, anx- 
ious to present its hero, Sinan, as the sultan’s loyal collaborator, even claims that 
the murder was ordered by Sinan to aid Saladin, who was having trouble with 
the Franks.” In reality, Saladin seems to have had scant motivation to kill Con- 
rad, with whom he was preparing to sign an accord. ‘Imad al-Din quite rightly 
points out that the murder was not in the interest of the Muslims, since Conrad 
was corresponding with Saladin and opposed Richard the Lionheart. Every 
time Conrad indicated he was ready to negotiate, Richard became more concil- 
iatory. Whether the desire was to keep Conrad from the throne or to prevent 
him from signing an accord with Saladin, it will likely remain difficult to know 
who exactly was behind that assassination. As for the succession to the throne, 
it was settled by the marriage of Conrad’s widow to Count Henry of Cham- 
pagne, who was thereby recognized as lord of Jerusalem, having refused the ti- 
tle of king.” 

Negotiations between Richard and Saladin resumed. Richard was still de- 
manding an equal division of the territories, while Saladin was laying claim to 
Ascalon and Jaffa, so as to control the road to Egypt and to secure for Jerusalem 
access to the sea. But the slow pace of the negotiations gave rise to renewed at- 
tacks by the Franks. On May 23, Richard the Lionheart seized Dārūm, south of 


Ascalon, somewhat weakening communications between Syria and Egypt. In 
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early June, Saladin, after receiving a few reinforcements from northern Syria, 
learned that the Franks intended to march on Jerusalem and were regrouping in 
Latrun. Negotiations had not totally broken off, but raids were launched on 
both sides against the caravans supplying the opposing camp. On June 24, the 
Franks’ attack, between Ascalon and Hebron, on a caravan coming from Egypt 
was of particular import. The Muslims were advancing on their positions but 
were betrayed by Arab Bedouins. A thousand cavalrymen and the same number 
of Frankish foot soldiers carried off a large booty, including various commodi- 
ties, pack animals, and prisoners.”* 

During that time, Saladin was preparing to withstand a siege of Jerusa- 
lem. Each section of the rampart was assigned to an emir responsible for over- 
seeing its restoration, while outside the city, the sources of water were poi- 
soned, the wells and cisterns destroyed. Within the army, some would have 
preferred to confront the Franks on the battlefield, even at the risk of losing 
Jerusalem, rather than have to withstand a siege. They feared they would 
meet the same fate as their coreligionists in Acre. Tensions between the Kurds 
and the Turks were palpable. To avoid any protests, the sultan, on the advice 
of one of his emirs, designated a member of his family, Bahramshah, son of 
Farrikhshah of Baalbek, to represent Saladin in Jerusalem should he have to 
absent himself.” 

The Franks, though they had reached Bayt Nūbā, turned back toward 
Ramla on July 5, 1192. The attack on Jerusalem no doubt seemed too risky to 
them. Richard the Lionheart was afraid of running out of water and of not be- 
ing able to conduct a sufficiently long siege. The Muslims were on their own 
terrain and were expecting reinforcements from the east as well as al-‘Adil’s 
return. The Muslims’ determination to hold on to Jerusalem was strong, and 
their position much more difficult to assault than the port of Acre, where the 
Franks had had control of the sea. 

As soon as the Franks had gone, Saladin received another messenger from 
Henry of Champagne, who had come to negotiate peace in exchange for the 
territories conquered by Saladin on the coast. Saladin’s testy refusal did not 
prevent discussions from continuing. The Franks, Richard the Lionheart in the 
first place, insisted that they were all bankrupt and that it was better to make 
peace. Saladin’s emirs seemed to be in agreement to leave the coast to the 
Franks. The Muslims would keep the hinterland, and the territories in be- 
tween would be divided up. Ascalon, however, would be destroyed and so 
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would belong to no one. Richard the Lionheart asked to install some twenty 
Franks in the citadel of Jerusalem and pleaded for the right of Franks and East- 
ern Christians to live freely in the city. But Saladin wanted to recognize only 
the Franks’ right of pilgrimage. Richard was very reluctant to destroy Ascalon, 
which he had just restored at great cost. By way of compensation, Saladin of- 
fered to let him have the surrounding villages. Some emirs also suggested giv- 
ing him Lydda, inland of Jaffa. But Richard asked to control the entire coast, 
from Dārūm to Antioch. 

While negotiations were continuing, throughout the month of July rein- 
forcements were arriving for Saladin: his sons al-Afdal (July 2), then al-Zāhir 
(July 17), his brother al-‘Adil (July 23), and finally the troops from the east (Mo- 
sul, Amida, and Sinjar). That allowed him to retake Jaffa temporarily on July 
30. But Richard the Lionheart, who had gone off toward Acre with the idea of 
attacking Beirut, set sail to the south without delay and, with the help of a fleet 
of some fifty ships, retook possession of Jaffa.” 

Both men were running out of steam, however. Richard the Lionheart was 
ill and in a hurry to return home; Saladin was suffering physically and morally. 
The country was devastated, economic trade cut off, prices very high. It was 
becoming obvious to everyone that no decisive military victory was in the off- 
ing. Negotiations resumed, this time with the desire to bring them to a conclu- 
sion. The stumbling block was still Jerusalem, which neither of the two parties 
wanted to let go of, and Ascalon, more important to the Muslims than to the 
Franks, despite the sums Richard the Lionheart had spent for its reconstruc- 
tion. The king of England, who held his French territories as a vassal of the 
king of France, offered to hold Jaffa and Ascalon as Saladin’s vassal. Saladin re- 
plied that he was quite willing to give up Jaffa, but not Ascalon. 

The continuing negotiations did not prevent skirmishes or shows of force, 
which were intended to compel the parties to find an agreement. In August, 
Saladin again received reinforcements from Mosul, Egypt, and Hama. Finally, 
on September 1, 1192, an accord was reached, the text of which was drawn up 
by ‘Imad al-Din.” A truce of three years and eight months was set in place on 
land and sea; the coast, from Tyre to Jaffa, remained Christian; and Ascalon, 
which had been at the heart of the negotiations, was returned to Saladin, but 
only after its fortifications were destroyed. Those of Gaza and Dārūm were 
likewise to be demolished. Jerusalem remained Muslim, but Christian pil- 
grims were allowed to go there. It was decided that the revenues from Ramla 
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and Lydda would now be divided up. Saladin kept Nazareth and Sepphoris, 
southeast of Acre. No exchange of prisoners seems to have been stipulated, as 
generally occurred in such cases. On September 2, an ailing Richard the Lion- 
heart sent Henry of Champagne and a few other Franks, including Balian of 
Ibelin, to take the oath. As Ibn Shaddad rightly notes, in the case of a treaty, 
Western rulers rarely took oaths in person.”° They sent their vassals to do so 
in their name, which prevented any risk of perjury on their part. The next day, 
it was Saladin’s turn, and that of several members of his entourage: al-Adil, 
al-Afdal, al-Zahir, al-Mansūr, and Emirs Sayf al-Din al-Mashtub, Badr al-Din 
Dildirim, and Ibn al-Muqaddam, which is to say, all those whose territories 
were adjacent to those of the Franks. A herald went through Saladin’s camp 
announcing the truce and freedom of movement for everyone throughout 
Christian and Muslim territories. 

In terms of the immediate power relations and the demoralization of his 
troops, Saladin came out relatively well: although he did not recover Jaffa, he 
had yielded neither on Ascalon nor on Jerusalem. It must be said that his posi- 
tion over the long term appeared stronger than that of the Franks. The Mus- 
lims were defending their own territories and could hope to receive new rein- 
forcements. Saladin was less pressed for time than Richard the Lionheart, who 
was ill and far from his kingdom, and did not want to leave without concluding 
an accord. In any case, the peace was welcomed with great relief on both sides, 
though Saladin remained anxious about the future. Since the Franks had kept 
a foothold in the region, he thought they would soon be reinforced and would 
regain ground, Ibn Shaddad, to excuse him in the eyes of posterity, describes 
him as clear-sighted and reluctant to conclude an accord. At the same time, 
however, he says that Saladin was right to have signed since, according to him, 
such was the will of God, who knew that Saladin’s end was near. If his death 
had occurred before the conclusion of the peace, the consequences would have 
been catastrophic for Islam.” An emir was sent to destroy the fortifications of 
Ascalon, accompanied by a Frankish detachment. The Frankish garrison de- 
manded to be paid, but Richard the Lionheart sent orders to vacate. The demo- 
lition began on September 7, and, as the Muslim armies were returning home, 
Saladin went back to Jerusalem. As for Richard, he left the Holy Land on Octo- 
ber 9, 1192. 

Tripoli and Antioch were included in the accord, even though they had re- 


mained neutral throughout the recent events. In late October 1192, Saladin 
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warmly received Bohemond III of Antioch in Beirut, accompanied by fourteen 
barons. The sultan handed over the lands of al-‘Amq and Azarghan in northern 
Syria, whose revenues amounted to fifteen thousand dinars a year, and offered 
Bohemond a pension of twenty thousand dinars on the joint territories of An- 
tioch, as well as generous gifts for his companions.”* 


The Rules of War 


The Necessity of Negotiation 


In the early part of his reign, Saladin often denounced the agreements between 
Zangids and Franks, in order to attack his foes and to burnish his own image as 
a jihad warrior. That discourse did not prevent him from negotiating with the 
Franks himself in 1175, as many times as necessary: because he wanted to have 
his hands free elsewhere; because Egyptian affairs required his return to 
Egypt; because he sought to rebuild his forces; or quite simply because a mili- 
tary conflict was at an impasse. 

The objective of the negotiation was sometimes to conclude an alliance or 
nonaggression pact, or to recover a city or a fortress, or to end the fighting for 
a determinate period of time, or to divide up territories, or to exchange prison- 
ers. Truces with the Christian enemy were always a delicate matter for Saladin. 
Although his entourage continued to spread the image of the perfect jihad war- 
rior, he, like any ruler of that era, also had to adapt to the reality on the ground 
and to the power relations. His panegyrists therefore expended a great deal of 
effort explaining and justifying the truces he concluded with the Franks. 

For all Muslims, a truce with the infidel was authorized first and foremost 
by the Koran (8:63): “If they incline to peace, make peace with them.” That 


verse was used several times by Saladin’s close circle to persuade him to end 
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the fighting or to justify his action. Often the suspension of hostilities was 
portrayed as a temporary phase to impel the enemy to disperse, or to give his 
own troops time to rest and, during that time, to regain strength so as to better 
attack again.’ Unlike a peace (sulh), a truce (muhddana) was always concluded 
for a determinate length of time, generally between two and four years. Sala- 
din was thereby conforming to Muslim law, which prohibits signing a defini- 
tive peace with the Christian enemy and authorizes truces for a maximum 
duration of ten years.* The Muslims were well aware that any end to the fight- 
ing also gave the other camp the opportunity to rearm. But, given the dis- 
tances involved, they could legitimately hope that the Franks’ rearmament 
would be long and laborious. They knew that the Crusade, especially the 
Third, once dispersed, would require many years to reconstitute itself and to 
mobilize armies comparable in might. 

Saladin and his entourage always presented the truce between him and the 
Franks as a political, economic, or tactical necessity. For example, in early sum- 
mer 1180, al-Fadil encouraged Saladin to sign a truce ending hostilities in Pales- 
tine, in order to return as quickly as possible to Egypt to resolve financial 
problems. According to William of Tyre, Saladin was compelled to conclude 
that truce because of the serious problems with supply deliveries that Syria was 
encountering at the time, after five long years of scarcity. Saladin justified him- 
self in a letter to the caliph, evoking the obligation he had to thwart the ambi- 
tions of Qilij Arslan, the Seljuk sultan of Anatolia.’ Similarly, in 185 Saladin 
accepted the request for a truce by Raymond of Tripoli, regent of the kingdom 
of Jerusalem at the time, because, Saladin said, he wanted to be free to attack 
Mosul.* His biographers refrained from mentioning that point, since it was too 
much in conflict with his propaganda against the Zangids. 

In other circumstances, by contrast, Saladin is represented as a sovereign 
determined to continue the fight, trusting in Allah’s assistance, and yet willing 
to listen to his emirs’ advice. That combination of steadfastness and flexibility 


is accurately reproduced in the letter he sent to the caliph in September 1192: 


Your servant, balking at peace, did not judge it wise to grow soft 
away from the hostilities—a characteristic trait of the princes of 
this time. But the emirs and the judicious men who are beside him 
unanimously thought that our advantage commanded us to con- 


clude the peace, that it would be a bad bargain for the infidels, 
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whereas Islam would gain thereby. ...In fact, it is a peace that 
harms them more than the war: it removes them—what am I say- 
ing? It drives them off—from these regions. When, therefore, will 
the formidable strength of these enemies be reassembled? When, 
therefore, will the reinforcements of those damned, who arrive by 
water in wave upon wave, meet up, when such a concentration will 
not overcome their dispersal for another five years, when, of thou- 


sands of men, only a few hundred have arrived as reinforcements?’ 


The temporary cessation of fighting was also sometimes presented as a 
victory over the Franks, who, driven back by the sword, were forced to negoti- 
ate. “That truce was established in such a way that Islam lifted its head and 
idolatry bowed its neck,” Saladin wrote to the caliph. Here as elsewhere, the 
account intentionally minimizes the concessions and emphasizes the gains. 
The truce constituted a victory for the Muslims, submission and humiliation 
for the Franks. The truce of 1180, for example, was presented as a positive out- 
come thanks to which Saladin managed to free Islam from the tribute his pre- 
decessors had paid to the Franks.° 

On principle, the messengers responsible for conducting negotiations 
enjoyed immunity (aman). It is known, for example, that in 1179 the envoy of 
Tripoli stood by powerless as the Franks were massacred after the taking of the 
castle of Bayt al-Ahzan, but he himself emerged safe and sound.” When ex- 
changes with distant regions occurred, the ambassador’s first mission was to 
make sure the messages previously received were genuine. That precaution 
was less necessary in the case of missives from the Byzantine emperor, which 
were sealed with a gold seal bearing the emperor's effigy;® it was obligatory, 
however, for a letter sent by a Western ruler. Consider the precautions Saladin 
took in his replies to Frederick Barbarossa. During his first embassy to the em- 
peror, he charged his envoy with verifying beforehand, in Genoa, that the 
letter he had received from the emperor was authentic. That same doubt sur- 
faces in 1188 in the wording of his letter to Frederick—if that letter is in fact 
authentic: “A certain man named Henry (count of Dietz) came to see us, saying 
that he was your messenger. He brought us a certain document, which he said 
was from you.” The end of the letter notes: “If the document which came to us 
by the hand of the said Henry was the king’s document, we have written this 
document in reply.”® 
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The lengthy negotiations between the Franks and the Muslims on the eve of 
the fall of Acre and in its wake, described many times in the sources, are a good 
illustration of how such negotiations were generally conducted. Several times, 
Richard the Lionheart expressed the desire to meet Saladin, but the sultan never 
consented and preferred to entrust the task of negotiating to his brother al-Adil. 
At the request of the king of England, Saladin sent the following reply: “Kings 
do not meet unless an agreement has been reached. It is not good for them to 
fight after meeting and eating together. If he wants this, an agreement must be 
settled before it can happen. We must have an interpreter we can trust to act 
between us, who can make each of us understand what the other says.” 

Richard the Lionheart and al-‘Adil, by contrast, met several times in both 
Frankish and Muslim territory. Their relations were excellent, and they were 
united in friendship to such a degree that Richard considered giving his sister 
in marriage to al-Adil. But no decision was considered without the agreement 
of Saladin, to whom al-‘Adil regularly referred the matter. The interpreters’ 
role in these discussions was very important, and each side was generally ac- 
companied by his own translator. Certain Frankish lords, born in the East, 
spoke good Arabic. Humphrey IV of Toron, “a handsome youth, although he 
was clean-shaven as is their fashion,’ served as interpreter to Richard the 
Lionheart, and Reginald of Sidon was Conrad’s messenger to Saladin.” During 
the siege of Acre, the Crusaders had flocked to that city from every region of 
Europe and were therefore very difficult to understand. To communicate with 
their prisoners, the Muslims were obliged to appeal to a succession of inter- 
preters: “When we take a prisoner, or when one of them places himself under 
our protection, we need several interpreters to understand them. They trans- 
late one another in succession: the words of the first are translated by a second, 
and the words of the second by a third.” 

The Franks, in their negotiations, also made use of the indigenous peoples. 
These were usually Christians who knew Arabic and who, having had contact 
with the Franks, had learned Latin. Conrad, for instance, sent a certain Yusuf 
at least twice to Saladin in spring 1192.4 On the Muslim side, one of Saladin’s 
trusted men, by the name of Najib al-Din al-‘Adl, was sent several times to 
Richard the Lionheart, who, it is said, had a great appreciation for him.” The 
Byzantine messengers often spoke several languages: one old diplomat, im- 
pressive in appearance, whom Saladin received in 1190, knew Arabic, Greek, 


and Latin."© 
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Any negotiation entailed exerting pressure both military and psychological. 
We have seen that raids and skirmishes increased in number during the negotia- 
tions between Saladin and Richard the Lionheart. Each side had at all cost to 
show the adversary it was not bargaining from a position of weakness. To mark 
their superiority, leaders, in their role as hosts, outdid one another displaying 
their might and pomp. Saladin took care to receive the Franks’ messengers sur- 
rounded by all his troops. When summoned to appear before him, they did so 
standing on their feet.” Messengers often arrived with presents of a value de- 
signed to impress the adversary. A few weeks after his arrival in the East, Rich- 
ard the Lionheart, having tried to send gifts to Saladin, drew the following re- 
tort: “Al-Malik al-Adil responded: “We will accept these presents only on the 
condition that we reciprocate with something equivalent.’ The envoy contin- 
ued: “We have falcons and other hunting birds; the crossing has sorely tested 
and weakened them. They are worn out and exhausted, and we desire fowl 
suitable for feeding them. When they have recovered, we will bring them to 
you as a present, as is proper and in accordance with custom.’ Al-‘Adil replied: 
‘No doubt your king, being ill, needs hens and chickens. We will send him every- 
thing he needs, so don’t use the falcons’ requirement for food as a pretext to ask 
for them. Try another tactic!’”"® 

The next time, the envoys arrived with a Maghrebi prisoner as a gift, whom 
Saladin accepted and then freed. A few days later they returned, this time to ask 
for fruit and ices on behalf of the ailing king of England. The ices came from 
packed snow exported from the summits of Mount Hermon overlooking Bani- 
yas; it is called “Snowy Mountain” by the Arab authors, because snow covered 
its mountaintops winter and summer.” Saladin granted them what they asked 
for and allowed them to visit the army’s market, with its thousands of shops and 
many baths, to prove to them that the Muslims did not want for anything.” In 
1192 other goods were exchanged. Richard the Lionheart, still ill, sent two fal- 
cons to Saladin, who in return sent fruit and ices to him, taking advantage of 
that opportunity to try to obtain some information about his foes.” 

Embassies and espionage readily went hand in hand. Men were sent to 
reconnoiter the terrain and to inform the sultan about it, so that he would 
“know, once en route, where to stop, without hesitating or making a halt at 
random, which could lead him to a place with scarce water and fodder, where 
the enemy might surround him and have the victory.” Others were given the 


task of sounding out the enemy’s intentions and of secretly negotiating with 
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the opposing forces. Shortly before Nir al-Din’s death in 1174, Saladin received 
an ambassador named Georges from the Franks, whom he suspected of con- 
spiring with the supporters of the deposed Fatimid dynasty. Saladin in turn 
decided to have a Frank spy on Georges.” Sibylla, Bohemond of Antioch’s 
third wife, secretly provided information to Saladin, who, by way of thanking 
her, freed her sister, the lady of Burzayh, after the fall of her fortress in 1188.*4 In 
1191, during the siege of Acre, the Christian sources report that from inside the 
city spies were sending the Franks messages, written in Hebrew, Latin, or 
Greek and attached to arrows.” 

The Franks also made use of the services of Bedouins, who, provided they 
were well compensated, had no scruples about betraying the Muslims.*° Other 
spies, conversely, informed Saladin about the movements of the Franks and 
about the dissension among them.” But it was often difficult to distinguish 
true information from false. Rumors spread among the Muslims that the king 
of France had died in Antioch, that Richard the Lionheart had died as he was 
leaving the Holy Land, and, in 1192, that the pope had arrived in Constantino- 
ple leading an enormous army.”* 

The negotiated accords were usually put in writing and a copy preserved 
by both sides. They were rarely signed but were generally read aloud, with 
each party then pledging an oath to respect them. ‘Imad al-Din drew up the 
accord of 1192, which was likely translated into Latin. Representatives from 
each camp then swore to respect it. Richard the Lionheart, too ill to read it, 
simply said: “I herewith make peace and here is my hand.” Anyone who 
broke a truce was thus considered a perjurer. Reginald of Chatillon, who per- 
jured himself on several occasions, had for that reason a very bad reputation 
among the Muslims. In 1182 the Franks in turn accused Saladin of having bro- 
ken the truce concluded two years earlier, when he set conditions impossible to 
meet regarding the return of people who had been shipwrecked.” But the 
Muslims believed that the truce had previously been broken by Reginald of 
Chatillon’s expedition in 1181 against the Hejaz region. 

After the truce, it was time to divide up the lands and allow the population 
freedom of movement. In addition to the territories conceded to each camp, ac- 
cords sometimes stipulated a division of the revenues on certain borderlands ad- 
ministered jointly. In Habis Jaldak (Cave de Sueth), east of Lake Tiberias, for ex- 
ample, revenues were divided up, and the Franks offered the protection of their 


fortress to the Muslims cultivating the surrounding lands, fertile in cereals, 
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grapes, and olives.” Similarly, in 1192, the accord concluded between Richard 
the Lionheart and Saladin stipulated a division of revenues from Ramla and 
Lydda. The timing of the harvest played as important a role in wars as in nego- 
tiations. The aim of the spring raids was to destroy the greatest number of 
crops, starve the population, and push up prices. In 1188 ‘Imad al-Din was 
pleased that the truce granted to Bohemond III would expire before the har- 
vest season, which would keep the Franks from having access to the crops dur- 
ing peacetime.” 

Once the fighting was over, the different populations did not hesitate to 
mingle. In 1167, after the lifting of the siege of Alexandria, residents came out to 
talk things over with the Franks, who themselves went in to admire the city.” A 
witness named Sharif al-Idrisi, who had served as a messenger between the 
city’s governor and Shīrkūh, reports that Saladin obtained a promise from the 
Franks to transport boatloads of the sick and wounded to Syria. Al-Idrisi was 
among these passengers, who disembarked in Acre, where they were impris- 
oned until King Amalric’s return. Once released, they were then able to go back 
to Damascus in complete safety.** 

After the truce of September 1192 was concluded, the Muslims went to Jaffa, 
which was under Frankish occupation, to take care of their personal business, 
while a crowd of Franks went on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Saladin even had 
them escorted on the way to assure their safety. He hoped that, once their pil- 
grimage was completed, they would quickly depart again for the West. Para- 
doxically, Richard the Lionheart sought to limit their number and asked Saladin 
to accept only those who were in possession of a written authorization from the 
king. Saladin did nothing of the kind and courteously received the Frankish 
nobles who decided to go.” ‘Imad al-Din observes, not without reason, that 
Richard the Lionheart was afraid, if he allowed the Franks to fulfill their wish 
to complete the pilgrimage, that they would lose their ardor to go back and lib- 
erate Jerusalem. He decided not to go himself, since to visit Jerusalem without 
being able to liberate it would have meant tacitly accepting Muslim authority 
over the city. Later, when Louis IX landed in the Holy Land, his entourage told 
him the same thing, to dissuade him from going to Jerusalem: “If he, who was 
the greatest king of the Christians, made his pilgrimage without delivering the 
city from the enemies of God, all other kings and pilgrims who came after him 
would be content to make their pilgrimage as the king of France had done, and 


would not concern themselves with the deliverance of Jerusalem.”*° 
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Much rarer no doubt, but no less interesting, were the rapprochements and 
exchanges between Franks and Muslims during the siege itself, a fraterniza- 
tion somewhat reminiscent of certain episodes in more recent history, particu- 
larly the fraternization between French and German soldiers on Christmas 


Eve during World War I. ‘Imad al-Din recounts: 


Here is one of the rare and surprising events, one of the tantalizing 
and strange deeds. For a few days, both sides had had enough of 
being continually at war. “How long will this battle go on?” said one 
of the Franks. “Men have perished: therefore, have your young men 
come out to meet our own, and let both be under your protection 
and ours.” Then two of their young men advanced, and two others 
from the city: they fought for a long time and found the heat of war 
blazing-hot. Then one of the two Muslims leapt on one of the two 
young infidels, threw him to the ground, jumped him, held him, 
clutched him in exhaustion, then dragged him off as a prisoner. A 


few Franks redeemed him for two dinars.” 


Confrontations 


All types of confrontations occurred in Saladin’s time: skirmishes, raids, major 
battles on open terrain, and sieges of cities and fortresses. Both sides frequently 
used raids accompanied by looting with no real aim of conquering, but simply 
to punish the adversary, exert pressure on him, demoralize him, or obtain 
booty. In those cases, speed and the element of surprise counted for a great 
deal. The troops involved were hardly numerous: two to three hundred men, 
sometimes only a few dozen. Caravans, herds, and crops were particular tar- 
gets. In 1182, for example, in the region of Damascus, villagers concealed their 
crops in cavities covered with earth to protect them from pillagers. In 1191, the 
raid by the prince of Homs on herds in the county of Tripoli yielded several 
hundred animals for the Muslims. The prince himself kept nearly four hun- 
dred and on that occasion offered ‘Imad al-Din a mule “of the Frankish race.” 
In spring 1192, a Frankish raid on a Bedouin encampment near Dārūm yielded 
about a thousand head of cattle.** Raids also targeted caravans of merchants, 
travelers, and pilgrims, especially between Egypt and Syria, before Saladin re- 
took the fortresses of Kerak and Shawbak, southeast of the Dead Sea. Until 
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1189, therefore, Saladin often had caravans escorted by military guard. It was 
one of these raids, conducted by Reginald of Chatillon, that triggered the 
major conflict between Saladin and the Franks in 1187. 

In the major battles on open terrain, as in Hattin for example, the number 
of soldiers and especially of cavalrymen—the real strike force of the armies— 
was of course important, but far from conclusive in every case. Saladin won 
victories with an undermanned army and lost others with troops more numer- 
ous than those of his enemies.’ To leave nothing to chance, he had to take into 
account a number of other factors. He had to plan a possible route of retreat; 
choose good terrain in a dominant position, with the sun at his back; secure 
access to water; anticipate a tactic of encirclement or false retreat; maintain the 
cohesion of his troops; prevent the arrival of enemy reinforcements; and choose 
the right moment to attack by exploiting a weakness in the other camp (a power 
vacuum, difficulties of succession, battles engaged on other fronts, fatigue of the 
troops, and so on). In this respect, Saladin was a good strategist. On several oc- 
casions, he drew the Franks onto terrain that was favorable to him, as in ‘Ayn 
Jālūt in 1183 and especially Hattin in 1187. In 1176, he won the battle against the 
Zangid Sayf al-Din because the latter did not manage to capitalize on his ad- 
vance position on the terrain or the fatigue of the opposing troops to attack 
immediately. In addition, his commander committed the grave error of setting 
up the Zangid banners in a deeply embanked and almost invisible site, so that 
the army, thinking its leader was routed, rapidly scattered.*° 

On the battlefield, the army was theoretically divided into three branches: 
the center—the most powerful troops—the right wing, and the left wing, to 
which two additional wings were sometimes added. In each of these branches, 
men were organized into battalions under the banner and command of an emir 
or prince. In the front ranks were usually the foot soldiers, protected by shields 
or sections of palisade planted in the ground to form a protective rampart of 
sorts. Archers, crossbowmen, and javelin throwers were responsible for ini- 
tially repelling the enemy army’s assault. Then they moved off, so that the main 
military strike force, the cavalrymen armed with spears and arrows, could pass 
through. After charging once, the cavalrymen sometimes returned to their 
starting point, and the foot soldiers returned to position to protect them. 

These first attacks, which had a strong psychological impact, usually 
occurred with the sounding of drums and trumpets, and to cries of “God is 
great!” “There is no god but God!” or “Huzzah for Islam!” war cries amplified 
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by the musical instruments, which urged the fighters on, allowed them to 
regroup under the same banner, and which also frightened the adversary." 
Men in lesser number were sometimes posted in the rear guard, to observe the 
situation and intervene in case of emergency. In the course of the battle, Saladin 
was generally in the front ranks, or instead at the head of the rear guard, to act 
in desperate situations and prevent the troops from dispersing. Ibn Shaddad’s 
description of the battle of Arsuf on September 7, 1191, gives a fairly clear image 
of the way battles unfolded: 


I saw [their cavalry] grouped together in the middle of the foot- 
soldiers. They took their lances and gave a shout as one man. The 
infantry opened gaps for them and they charged in unison along 
their whole line. One group charged our right wing, another our 
left and the third our centre. Our men gave way before them. It 
happened that I was in the centre, which took to wholesale flight. 
My intention was to join the left wing, since it was nearer to me. I 
reached it after it had been broken utterly, so I thought to join the 
right wing, but then I saw that it had fled more calamitously than 
all the rest. I determined to join the sultan’s guard, which was in 
reserve to support all the others as was customary. I came to him 
but the sultan had kept no more than seventeen fighting men there 
and had taken the rest into battle, but the standards were still there 
and the drum was beating without interruption. When the sultan 
saw this reverse that had befallen the Muslims, he returned to his 
guard and found there this scanty number. 

He stood amongst them while men were fleeing on all sides, 
but he was commanding the drummers to beat their drums with- 
out stopping. . . . The Muslims were, in fact, in a complete rout... . 
All who saw the sultan’s troop holding its position with drums 
beating were ashamed to pass beyond it and feared the disaster 
that might follow, so they rallied to his troop and a large number 
assembled there.“ 


The Frankish cavalrymen’s armor protected them from head to foot, and 
their horses were similarly covered with caparisons down to their hooves. But 


that heavy gear constricted them considerably in extreme heat, and slowed 
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them down when their horses collapsed and they had to flee.** Saladin’s caval- 
rymen were protected by much lighter coats of mail and breastplates, which, 
on one hand, allowed them to maintain greater mobility and, on the other, put 
less weight on their Arabian horses. Saladin himself never parted with his 
brigandine (kazdghand), a kind of coat of mail covered with leather or padded 
cloth.* Helmets made of metal or treated leather protected their heads. Ac- 
cording to Abū Shama, Saladin’s helmet was gilt.*° 

Spears and swords were the essential weapons for Muslim and Christian 
cavalrymen. Usama Ibn Mungidh, admiring how the Franks used their spears, 
gave some advice in this area to the Muslim cavalrymen: “My comment is that 
he who is on the point of striking with his lance should hold his lance as tightly 
as possible with his hand and under his arm, close to his side, and should let his 
horse run and effect the required thrust; for if he should move his hand while 
holding the lance or stretch out his arm with the lance, then his thrust would 
have no effect whatsoever and would result in no harm.”*” 

Contrary to most illustrations of battles between Franks and Muslims in 
Western manuscripts of the thirteenth to fifteenth centuries, Saladin’s warriors 
were armed with straight-edged, not curved swords. Sabers with curved blades 
appeared only later in the Middle East, between the mid-thirteenth and the 
early fourteenth century, and probably originated in central Asia.** Tempered 
steel was known in the West as Damascene steel, but it is likely that the term 
“damask” was associated more with delicate blade decorations inlaid with gold 
and silver, for which Damascus was renowned, than with the procedure for 
manufacturing these blades. In great part, iron was imported from the West 
by Italian merchants, despite repeated bans by the papacy, and from Anatolia, 
Spain, the Maghreb, India, and China; already-manufactured blades also came 
from these places. 

On both sides, warriors were also armed with bows and arrows. In the 
treatise on the armies that he dedicated to Saladin, al-Tarstisi describes at 
length all the types of bows existing in his time, from the simplest to the most 
sophisticated. Use of the crossbow was common, especially in wars of siege. A 
large arbalète a tour of sorts, comprising three to four crossbows mounted on a 


frame, constituted a particularly powerful weapon: 


Among the varieties of bow is the ziyar. This is the one with the 


greatest range, the greatest capacity, and the most deadly arrow. It 
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takes many men to pull back the bow string. It is made of various 
sorts of wood. It is fired at towers and similar obstacles, and no one 
dares face it... . Sheikh Abū l-Hasan ibn al-Abraqi al-Iskandarani, 
with his superior talent, his extreme intelligence, his shooting skill, 
and the quality of his experience, described to me a ziyar bow of his 
invention, whose firing capacity is said to be the equivalent of 
twenty men shooting with his expertise, but which can be maneu- 
vered by a single man, with one of the greatest ranges and the most 


deadly force.*” 


Shields were made of very diverse materials: wood, metal, gut, animal hides. 
In Saladin’s time, Muslims primarily used round shields, whereas the Franks 
used elongated targes pointed at the tip. Al-Tarstisi’s remarks in that regard are 
of interest as well, since he suggests that the practice of depicting coats of arms 
on Frankish shields was spreading at the time: “Next comes the tariga [targe]: 
that is the shield used by the Franks and Byzantines who [prepare?] it by gild- 
ing it and rubbing it with oil, by painting it with all sorts of colors, designs, and 
artistic arrangements. It is a long shield shaped to conceal the cavalryman and 
the soldier on foot; it starts out round, then gradually tapers, and the tip has a 
sharp point like the tip of a pike.””° 

During battles, the Franks liked to keep at hand their liturgical objects and 
religious symbols, which were the first targets of Muslim attacks. As early as 
1149, Saladin’s uncle Shirkih, during the Battle of Inab, had killed the Frank 
who was carrying the cross.” And we know the key role that the relic of the 
True Cross, captured during the Battle of Hattin, would play in the negotia- 
tions between Franks and Muslims. Outside Acre in October 1189, during a 
battle between the Franks and the Muslims, the king of Jerusalem, in the cen- 
ter of the army, advanced behind Gospels carried by four people and covered 
with satin fabric.” 

The standards under which the warriors were organized also had very 
strong symbolic significance. On the battlefield, these standards indicated the 
location of the troops of the emirs or sultan who commanded them. Neverthe- 
less, to deceive the enemy and dodge his attacks, the sultan sometimes stood 
far from his banners. Saladin’s were yellow in color, like the silk tunics that 
covered his breastplate and those of the cavalrymen in his guard.” Ibn Khal- 
likan, a biographer of Saladin from the second half of the thirteenth century, 
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said that, during a visit to Saladin’s tomb, he had seen a yellow tunic belonging 
to the sultan, its sleeves ending in black cuffs.** Yellow was therefore Saladin’s 
color, sometimes combined with red: these were the colors of the standards, 
which ‘Imad al-Din compares to anemones, and of the tent that Saladin set up 
during his military campaigns. One day, noticing that the tent of one of his 
physicians, Ibn al-Mutran, was also red, and fearing it would be confused with 
his own, Saladin immediately had it taken down.” 

Why that choice of yellow and red, two colors close in their luminosity, their 
intensity, and even their semantic value?”® The symbolism of yellow is ambigu- 
ous in the Arab world as elsewhere: the color of gold and of the sun, of butter and 
honey, it is also that of sulfur and consuming flames. Yellow can symbolize royal 
power and glory as well as cowardice and betrayal. Red, the color of fire and 
blood, is often linked to the vital force, to power, and to bellicosity, but it can also 
be a symbol of infernal power. Was it merely by a process of elimination that 
Saladin chose these two colors? Because black was the color of the Abbasid ca- 
liphate of Baghdad, the standards and honorific robes sent by the caliph were 
black, and Saladin could not have adopted that color without gravely offending 
him.” White was the color of the Fatimid caliphs, the Shiite dynasty that Saladin 
overthrew. Blue had always been a troubling color for the Arabs, who considered 
it a magical, inauspicious color, and a source of bad luck.” Green, the symbol 
of nature and vegetation, was considered the color of paradise” and that of the 
martyrs of the jihad: “Allah places their souls in the bodies of green birds, who 
come to drink from the rivers of Eden, and to eat its fruit,” says a famous had- 
ith.® That left yellow and red, which, along with green, are the colors most often 
cited in books written in Arabic prior to the twelfth century.” 

But we must undoubtedly look elsewhere for the true reasons for that 
choice. Note, in the first place, that many other examples of yellow banners 
have existed throughout the history of Islam. Although the Prophet was usu- 
ally attributed a black banner, some traditions ascribed a white or even a yel- 
low one to him.** Some also claimed that the Prophet gave yellow banners to 
the residents of Medina who joined his side (Ansar). During the famous Battle 
of Siffin in 657, the predominant colors seem to have been black, white, and red 
but also, to a lesser degree, green and yellow.® It is difficult to draw conclu- 
sions from these indications, which are not always coherent, but we may note 
that yellow is often associated with Shiite or eschatological traditions. Hence 
the Shiite rebel Abū l-Sārāya al-Shaybani, executed in al-Kufa in 815, displayed 
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yellow banners, as did ‘Ali’s descendant Ibrahim ibn ‘Abd Allah, who revolted 
against Caliph al-Mansir in 762-763. It is also noteworthy that even in our 
time the flag of the Lebanese Shiite party, the Hezbollah, is yellow. 

At the eschatological level, according to a belief widespread among Sunni 
and Shiite Muslims, the Mahdi (the Guided One) will come to rule over earth 
before the end of the world, to restore the true religion and justice.” His reign 
will be preceded by the arrival of Jesus, who, in certain versions, will come 
down to earth in Damascus and will then go to Jerusalem, where he will pray 
in accordance with the ritual of Muhammad. He will kill the Antichrist (al- 
Dajjal), and there will be only a single community, that of Islam. Jesus will live 
forty years and will be followed by the Mahdi.®° Regarding the Sufi traditions 
about the Mahdi, the great historian Ibn Khaldin writes: “It has been stated in 
the tradition that Jesus will descend at the white minaret east of Damascus. He 
will descend between two yellowish colored ones, that is, two light saffron- 
yellow colored garments.” 

In certain traditions, the Maghrebis, who, it was feared, would invade 
Egypt and Syria, were called the “bearers of yellow flags.” Their arrival, associ- 
ated with the end of time, would announce the coming of the Mahdi. These 
traditions likely stemmed from the fear among Syrians and Egyptians during 
the great Berber revolt of 740, during which two Umayyad armies were de- 
feated and Kairouan fell into rebel hands.®* Saladin’s entourage probably knew 
these traditions, but to conclude from that fact that Saladin, in brandishing his 
yellow banners, wanted to announce the arrival of the Mahdi is, in my view, 
a step impossible to take. 

Let us note above all that the association between red and yellow already 
existed in the Fatimid court of Egypt. Although they were not the colors of the 
dynasty, red and yellow did decorate the shafts of the soldiers’ swords during 
processions and also appeared on certain banners.® Was Saladin inspired by 
them in choosing the colors of his dynasty? The political, military, and institu- 
tional system of the Fatimids influenced his government in more areas than 
one. His closest adviser, Qadi al-Fadil, had long served that dynasty, and it is 
not impossible that Saladin allowed himself to be influenced by what he had 
seen in the court of the Fatimid caliph when he was his vizier. 

No source informs us about the motifs or inscriptions with which the yel- 
low banners flying over the battlefields were adorned. It was only at the end of 
the Ayyubid period, and especially in the Mamluk era during the second half of 
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the thirteenth century, that emblems and coats of arms spread to the Muslim 
world.” In 1250 Joinville had noted, during his Crusade in Egypt with Louis IX, 
that the sultan bore gold coats of arms, and that his mamluks added roses, ver- 
million (that is, red) bands, birds, and other “ensigns” as well.” The thirteenth- 
century doctor and biographer Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a speaks of an arrow supposedly 
bearing Saladin’s coat of arms.” 

If Saladin had a coat of arms, we know nothing about it. The eagle— 
originally double-headed—carved on a stone in the west wall of the Cairo cita- 
del has sometimes been attributed to Saladin, but nothing allows us to make 
that claim. Leo Ary Mayer noted—and more recently, Nasser Rabbat has 
confirmed—that in the absence of epigraphic or textual data, it is at present im- 
possible to know if the eagle dates from the Ayyubid or Mamluk period, or even 
from the early Ottoman period.” Elsewhere, a lion or the seal of Solomon are 
represented, as, for example, on the gate of the fortress of Sadr in Sinai.“ One 
thing is sure: all the representations of Muslim coats of arms that can be ad- 
mired in the Latin illuminated manuscripts of the thirteenth, fourteenth, and 
fifteenth centuries are part of an imaginary heraldry, well described by Michel 
Pastoureau, which in Saladin’s case was inspired by his incipient legend in the 
West.” In some of these manuscripts, Saladin is seen displaying the coats of 
arms of important Western families, that of the Anglures, for example.”° Other 
times, Muslim coats of arms depict a crescent, considered by Westerners from 
the thirteenth century on to be the emblem of Islam,” or various animals, usu- 
ally with negative connotations (scorpion, toad, snake or dragon, leopard, or 
boar), whereas the coats of arms attributed to the Crusaders primarily repre- 
sented the fleur-de-lis, the cross, the lion, and sometimes the eagle.”* The 
fifteenth-century romance Saladin describes, hoisted on the mast of a Muslim 
ship, “an enormous standard, on which were depicted the four Saracen gods 
with swords in their hands, as if using them to threaten the Christians.”” 

But all that was only legend. In the absence of any contemporary icono- 
graphic or textual information, it is impossible to know what Muslim emblems 
and coats of arms were on the battlefield in Saladin’s time. Those of the Cru- 
saders, which were beginning to spread, are not much better known. Ibn Shad- 
dad notes simply that in 1190, outside the walls of Acre, the Franks waged battle 
around their white flag adorned with a red cross, hoisted above a mule-drawn 
wagon and standing “very high like a minaret.”*° The white banner with red 


cross was of course the emblem of the Knights Templar, but in the early 
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twelfth century, in his History of Jerusalem, Fulcher of Chartres also says several 
times that the king of Jerusalem’s banner was white, and it would not be sur- 


prising if it also bore a cross.” 


On both sides, the number of dead during these battles was ponderous. The 
figures provided are often exaggerated to give a greater impression of victory, 
which was considered proportionate to the number of dead in the opposing 
camp. In the field, however, Muslims made an effort to estimate their losses. At 
the end of the fighting, secretaries were charged with counting up the dead.*” 
The battlefield often remained strewn with cadavers, which the victors 
stripped of their weapons and breastplates. A year after the Battle of Hattin, for 
example, Ibn al-Athir could still see many bones at the site of the conflict. 
“How lovely it was, the cadavers of the damned lying about!” exclaimed ‘Imad 
al-Din in 1190 after a battle won by the Muslims outside Acre. Intoxicated by 
words as much as by victory, he continued as follows: “How many headless 
bodies, unsupported carcasses, slit throats, spilt blood, severed hands, gaping 
bellies, chopped necks, mutilated noses, opened jugular veins, gashed backs, 
wounded gullets, rent chests, Knights Templar wiped out and swimming in 
their own blood, Crusaders whose spines were broken, whose hearts were torn 
from their chests, men of arms to whom death had come, and whose gushing 
spring had run dry!”®? 

However spectacular, ‘Imad al-Din’s lyricism and choice of vocabulary 
were related more to a form of literary extravagance familiar to the author 
than to the expression of a particular violence or cruelty. Let us not forget, 
however, that hand-to-hand conflict with the enemy at that time was intended 
in the first place to break him down, that is, to kill the largest number of fight- 
ers possible. Violence was an integral part of the act of war and was not at all 
shocking. It is also found in the iconographical representations of war during 
the Middle Ages.** No one imagined a “clean war” or a war without deaths. 
Usama Ibn Mungidh, so often cited to evoke the peaceful relations sometimes 
established between Franks and Muslims, nevertheless describes, as naturally 
as can be, how he and his companions personally beheaded the bodies of some 
twenty Franks who had drowned in the river during a raid into Muslim terri- 


tory, in order to exhibit the heads in the fortress of Shayzar.* In the Middle 
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Ages, just as violence in political life was not reprehensible when it respected a 
certain number of rules, so too safeguarding human life in a conflict was not 
at all a priority.*° The scope of a victory was assessed in terms of the number 
of enemies killed. As a result, authors were able to embroider at length on that 
theme without fear of shocking their contemporaries. 

Since fortified cities and buildings were numerous in Syria-Palestine, wars 
of siege were much more common than major battles on open terrain. To resist 
the attacks of the Franks effectively, Saladin conducted a very active policy of 
restoring urban fortifications and fortresses. I have already mentioned the 
scope of the construction projects undertaken in Cairo, Alexandria, Tinnis, 
and Damietta. Under his reign, the fortifications of Damascus were also rein- 
forced: one of the towers of the citadel was rebuilt, the rampart girdling the 
city was consolidated, and a former gate south of the citadel that had been 
sealed was broken open and renamed the Gate of Victory (Bab al-Nasr).*” In 
1187-1188, the fortifications of Acre were entirely restored, which did not pre- 
vent the city from falling into the Franks’ hands in 1191, but allowed it to with- 
stand a two-year siege. Sometimes, as in July 1191, Saladin was compelled to 
make the choice to sacrifice the fortifications in certain places (Ascalon, Ramla, 
Lydda, Latrun)—for fear they would fall into the Franks’ hands—in order to 
restore others, those of Jerusalem in particular. During the winter of 1191-1192, 
two thousand Frankish prisoners, it is said, were put to work restoring the for- 
tifications of the holy city, but all Muslims, great and small, also got involved. 
Fifty stonecutters were sent expressly by the emir of Mosul to deepen the moat 
and cut the stone; and Saladin, to break up the hard rock, had new, especially 
sharp steel picks manufactured. He himself actively participated in the con- 


struction projects so that his men would put their hearts into their work: 


He divided up the construction of the various parts of the wall 
among his sons, his brother al-Malik al-‘Adil, and his emirs. Every 
day on horseback, he pressed on with the construction. In keeping 
with his wishes, people came out to transport the stones to the 
places where building was under way. The sultan saw to it in per- 
son, surrounded by all his courtiers and emirs: the undertaking 
brought together scholars, qadis, Sufis, the army’s varlets, servants, 
subjects, and merchants. Arriving on horseback, followed by my 


pages and servants, I kept the sultan’s courage up and demonstrated 
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my solicitude to him by transporting stones. That construction, 
which required several years, was thus completed in the shortest 


time frame possible.** 


All the rampart’s towers, from the northern Gate of Damascus to the west- 
ern Gate of Jaffa, were restored. The new wall enclosed the Church of Zion to 
the south, which had previously been some two hundred meters outside the 
city. Nevertheless, it took time for Jerusalem to recover its prosperity. On 
the eve of Saladin’s death, al-Fadil, in one of his letters, once again lamented 
the city’s state of disrepair and worried that the Franks might exploit it by orga- 
nizing a new Crusade.” 

In northern Syria, when Saladin handed over the conquered strongholds 
to his emirs in 1188, he assigned them the task of restoring their fortifications. 
That was the case for Sahyiin, for the twin fortress of Shughr-Bakas, for 
Burzayh, and for Balatunus.”’ Depending on where they were located, the 
primary objective of these fortifications was to defend a city, protect a cross- 
roads or path of communication, or serve as a home base for occasional raids 
or larger-scale attacks against Frankish territory. They also provided shelter 
for the emirs’ residences in their garrison and offered great protection to the 
villagers in the surrounding area, who were then able to cultivate the nearby 
land. 

The siege of a stronghold was meticulously prepared on both sides. Inside, 
people stored up weapons and provisions: nonperishable goods such as cereals, 
lentils, peas, oil, fat, dried fruit, salt, and salted and dried meats.” Straw was 
needed for the animals and wood as fuel, especially in winter. It was also rec- 
ommended that all the wood in the surrounding area be cut down, to keep 
the enemy from using it to build towers and siege engines. Above all, residents 
could not neglect to pile up large blocks of stone to feed the mangonels, which, 
from inside the city or atop the walls, would bombard the enemy’s ranks. 
Other, much more unusual projectiles sometimes made an appearance. As 
Saladin was beginning to besiege Mosul in 1183, one of his generals came look- 
ing for him and threw at his feet a shoe stuffed with nails, a projectile that had 
just hit him full in the chest. Furious, the general announced that he refused to 
continue fighting against people engaging in such pranks. These same resi- 
dents of Mosul had no lack of imagination in their war stratagems: at night, by 
a secret door, men left the citadel equipped with torches, which they then 
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extinguished before returning, only to set out again, thus giving the impres- 
sion that a major nocturnal attack was in the offing.” 

As for the besiegers, they had to study well their plan of attack. In his trea- 
tise, al-Harawi emphasizes, for example, that it is pointless to attack a too 
powerfully fortified citadel and risk depleting one’s forces. Several times, Sala- 
din preferred to bypass cities or fortresses reputed to be impregnable (Mosul 
in 1183; the Krac des Chevaliers, Tripoli, and Antioch in 1188) in order to take 
less well-defended strongholds. A siege was always a costly undertaking in 
terms of both men and money. It was therefore important from the start to set 
everything in place to obtain surrender through negotiation. The policy Sala- 
din followed, to always offer to spare the lives of the besieged and to let them 
take their belongings with them in exchange for surrender, as well as his prac- 
tice of respecting his pledges, was therefore based on military as well as hu- 
manitarian principles. In any case, it allowed him to accelerate considerably 
his conquests. 

The siege of Acre between 1189 and 1192 was extraordinarily long and had 
the peculiarity of positioning the two opposing armies face to face outside the 
city. The Frankish camp was primarily resupplied by sea, while in the Muslim 
camp actual markets were set up. The great scholar ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi 
has left us a lively description of them: some 140 blacksmiths were at work 
there; cooks busied themselves around giant kettles; and several thousand 
shops sold provisions and miscellaneous items.” Maghrebis installed make- 
shift baths by digging pools in the ground, which they lined with clay and 
filled with hot water. Surrounded by walls and covered with roofs of tree 
branches or matting, these improvised baths allowed soldiers to wash them- 
selves for the price of one dirham. These markets were a strong temptation 
for the Franks, who did not always resist the desire to pillage them, at the risk 
of being taken by surprise.” Conversely, during that same siege, the Muslims 
witnessed—some indignantly, others enviously—the disembarkment in the 


enemy camp of some three hundred Frankish prostitutes: 


They were remarkable, adorned with their youth and bedecked in 
their beauty. ... They had left their home countries to assist the 
exiles . . . [and] they were burning to indulge in debauchery and 
fornication. Each of these fallen women was impulsive, superb, 


shameless. . . . Upon their arrival, they had given themselves, had 
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sacrificed their modesty, the most precious thing they possessed. 
They said they had resolved to go in order to give the gift of their 
charms on the path of God. . . . They separated themselves offin the 
tents and pavilions they had set up. Young men of the same age 
joined them there; then they opened the doors of voluptuous plea- 
sures, engaged in and permitted all liberties. . . . They gave free rein 
to the market in vice . . . shut themselves up in their rooms under the 
males’ amorous raptures, offered the enjoyment of their merchan- 
dise, invited the lewd to embrace them, had bare chests mount upon 
their backs, gave their goods to the indigent, drew their earrings 
close to their ankle bracelets, stretched out on the rug for games of 
love. .. . The men of our army heard tales about the excesses of these 
shameless women, and wondered how they could be claiming to act 
devoutly while abandoning all restraint, all modesty. Nevertheless, a 
certain number of mamluks, poor, foolish ignoramuses, felt the sting 


of passion and followed the people of error.*° 


At other times, the zeal of the besiegers suffered because of the proximity of 
an alluring city, as, for example, in 1178, when the Franks besieging Harim, if 
we are to believe William of Tyre, preferred the diversions offered them in 
Antioch to the rigors of war.” 

The descriptions of sieges under Saladin’s reign provide many indications 
about the weapons used. The most formidable were without a doubt the 
ballistae and trebuchets, called mangonels in the East. These war machines, 
equipped with a large mobile arm fixed to a vertical axis, made it possible—by 
human strength or the use of a counterweight—to send huge blocks of stone, 
possibly surpassing a hundred kilograms, over a distance of one to three hun- 
dred meters. Both the besieged and the besiegers used them, one to bombard 
the troops, the other to pelt the city’s residents, crack the walls, or fill in moats. 
These impressive machines were often mounted on wheels so that they could 
be moved, and were covered with hides soaked in vinegar to withstand fire. 
The Muslims and Franks used them in most of the major battles. Those that 
were set up outside the walls of Jerusalem in 1187 are described by ‘Imad al-Din 
as follows: “The foundations of the walls and the merlons of their battlements 
were destroyed and knocked down by the stones of the war machines. The 
mangonels being maneuvered seemed to have gone mad, they were like bold 
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men who cannot be equaled. They seemed to be mountains drawn by ropes; 
they were like flights of locusts activated by men, mothers of misfortune and 
death, pregnant women who gave birth to calamities. No protection against 
their stones! . . . How many stars fell from on high! How many rocks shot up 
from their emplacement! How many firebrands spread from their sparks!””* 

To succeed in getting a foothold on the ramparts, the Franks, more often 
than the Muslims, used high mobile towers, built of wood (sometimes with 
metal parts) and mounted on wheels, and into which a large number of archers 
and crossbowmen crowded. The height of these towers varied with the eleva- 
tion of the city’s walls, but they could be as many as five or seven stories tall, or 
twenty to thirty meters. Those that were erected outside the walls of Acre in 
1190 made a strong impression on the Muslims: “These towers seemed like 
mountains. We could see them from our positions, dominating the city walls. 
They were mounted on wheels and each one could accommodate more than 
500 men, as it was claimed. Their flat tops were large enough for a trebuchet to 
be set up there.””” 

Similar techniques were used on the sea. During the siege of Acre, for ex- 
ample, the Franks attempted to seize a tower protecting the entrance to the 
harbor, the Tower of Flies, by approaching it with a fortified vessel with a 
tower so high “that a mountain could not rival it.” The tower, packed full of 
naphtha and wood, was designed to set fire to the Tower of Flies. “But when 
they moved the ship to the well-stocked turret, when the mast touched the 
wall, things went counter to their calculations, and their schemes were ruined 
by bad luck. In fact, the wind was coming from the east, and the fire could not 
rise up against the tower; on the contrary, the mast caught fire, the flames 
turned back against the crew, acting blindly against those ignoramuses, and 
burned up the vessel loaded with wood that was following behind.”"”° 

To take a stronghold by force, it was necessary to move close to the wall. 
To avoid the besieged’s arrows, the besiegers usually took shelter behind 
wooden palisades or stone parapets. In 1191, outside the walls of Acre, the 
Franks even built a large talus of earth, which they gradually moved toward 
the rampart.’ Often the fortifications were protected by a moat, which the at- 
tackers labored to fill. In 1184, outside the walls of Kerak, Saladin ordered the 
construction of a gallery with brick walls and a wooden roof to protect his sol- 
diers from enemy projectiles as they were attempting to fill the moat.'” In 1191, 
to fill the moat of Acre, the Franks threw in everything within reach, including 
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animal carcasses and human cadavers, while the city’s garrison strove to pre- 


vent them: 


The enemy’s pressure on the city and their extreme efforts to fill 
in the moat went so far that they were throwing in all their dead 
horses and, finally, they were even throwing in their own dead. 
People said that whenever one of their number was wounded mor- 
tally and beyond hope, they would throw him in. Reports of all this 
came in constant letters from our men in the city. The garrison [of 
Acre] itself was divided into different parties, one going down into 
the moat and cutting up the corpses and horses that were thrown 
in to make them easy to carry, one carrying away what the former 
had cut up and throwing it into the sea, another giving protection 
and defending them so that they could manage their task, and yet 


another at the trebuchets and guarding the walls.’ 


Once the moat was filled, the rams could go to work knocking down the 
gates or making breaches in the wall. Some rams were impressive: single- or 
double-headed, they were built of long ship's masts and mounted on wheels. 
The most spectacular of them was perfected by the Franks in October 1190 dur- 
ing the siege of Acre. Before the terrorized Muslims destroyed it by setting it 
ablaze, they compared that infernal machine, inside which warriors had taken 
position, to the Beast of the Apocalypse evoked in the Koran (27:82): 


The Franks began construction on a fearsome rolling tower, a 
menacing machine ending at the top with a figure called a ram. 
That machine bore two horns long as spears and big as two thick 
columns. ... That gallery looked like the arch of a hump bridge, 
covered with iron by means of stays, like its ram... . The ram’s 
head was faced with iron, then with copper; it was covered with 
strong sheets to protect it from fire. . . . That machine was stocked 
with bellicose warriors, vigorous defenders. . .. When that rolling 
tower was properly set up, when its mass of iron was moving in 
waves, when those raging goats, moving around that ram with no 
fear of their engine catching fire, calmly set it in motion, flattened 


the ground ahead of it, leveled it this way and that, accompanied it 
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while hauling it, seeing with fresh eyes—what am I saying? with 
fresh souls—thanks to it, and moved it toward us, then it appeared 
before us, fearsome to behold, like a pasture closed to grazing, star- 


tling in appearance, like a mechanism inspiring terror.’™ 


The iron salvaged by the Muslims after the destruction of the engine was 
estimated at about a hundred Syrian quintals, or twenty metric tons.'” 

Whereas the Franks were masters in the art of building mobile towers and 
giant rams, the Muslims excelled at undermining the ramparts. The Aleppines 
in particular were reputed for their expertise, which consisted of digging a 
subterranean gallery in the direction of the fortification. Under the wall to be 
destroyed, they widened the mine, shored it up with wooden piles, added 
undergrowth or straw if necessary, then set it on fire, which, when the soil was 
light enough, caused the wall to collapse.'°° 

Fires thus played a major role in these battles, and the Muslims were cer- 
tainly more skillful than the Franks in making use of Greek fire, a technique 
inherited from the Byzantines, Romans, and Greeks. A flammable mixture 
with a petroleum base, mixed with either sulfur, pitch, quicklime, or resin, 
was shut up in a clay pot. Naphtha launchers then launched the pot by hand or 
with the aid of light mangonels. Naphtha was relatively rare and expensive. 
Saladin received some from Mosul in 1189 and from Baghdad during the siege 
of Acre.” The Franks sought to take precautions against Greek fire by cover- 
ing their towers and ballistae with metal sheets or hides soaked in vinegar. 
Things were then in the hands of whoever could display the greatest ingenuity, 
as attested by the story of the Damascene ironmaster’s son. In May 1190 he had 
asked Saladin for permission to enter the besieged city of Acre to participate in 
the holy war. Once inside, he offered to compose the proper mixture for the 
Greek fire. The defenders of the city initially mocked his youth and inexperi- 
ence, but, given the inability of the pyrotechnists to destroy the Franks’ three 
powerful mobile towers, they ultimately allowed him to proceed. The young 
man began by launching onto the tower, with the aid of a mangonel, pots he 
had prepared, but without setting them on fire first. Their contents therefore 
spread across the top of the tower, catching fire all at once when other flaming 
pots struck the tower in different places, from the base to the summit. Trapped 
Frankish soldiers died by the dozens, as the other two towers burned in the 


same way." 
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Whatever the type of battle and whatever the tactic used, the major prob- 
lem in that region of the world was always the supply of water. Before aban- 
doning their houses to take refuge in a fortress, the villagers emptied the water 
from the reservoirs and polluted the springs and wells, to prevent their ene- 
mies from using them. In 1185, outside Mosul, some even advised Saladin to 
divert the course of the Tigris so that the city’s residents would suffer from 
thirst. The problem was especially acute in the height of summer, when the 
heat became suffocating for the soldiers in their coats of mail. William of Tyre 
reports cases of soldiers who died of sunstroke, and we have seen that even the 


Battle of Hattin turned in great part on access to water.'”” 


The Fate of Prisoners 


With respect to Islamic law, the fate of prisoners varied as a function of whether 
they were men who could fight, or rather women, children, the elderly, or the 
infirm, who in principle did not participate in the war against the Muslims. In 
theory, the fate of the men was supposed to be decided by an imam, who could 
either have them executed—as punishment or because they represented a 
danger for Islam—reduce them to slavery, exchange them, or liberate them. 
A non-Muslim prisoner who was released without compensation had to be 
granted the status of tributary, so that he could not return to the land of the 
“infidels.” As for the other prisoners, women and children in particular, if they 
did not participate in the war against Islam, they could not be executed. They 
were merely reduced to slavery, exchanged, or freed." The conversion of a 
captive to Islam did not automatically give him or her the right to emancipa- 
tion but considerably increased the chances of obtaining it. 

In the case of Muslim prisoners, since fratricidal war was banned on princi- 
ple by Islam, they could only be released. The clemency vis-a-vis the caliph that 
Saladin displayed in 1175, letting all his own prisoners go after his victory over 
the Zangids at the “Horns of Hama,” was therefore in reality only the strict ap- 
plication of Muslim law. The Franks for their part chose not to massacre system- 
atically their prisoners and the residents of the conquered localities, as they had 
done in Ma‘arrat al-Nu‘man in 1098 and in Jerusalem in 1099, having understood 
that local populations were indispensable for cultivating the lands and keeping 
the economy functioning, and that prisoners of war could be put to work or 


used as a currency of exchange. 
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The two camps did not have the same attitude toward their captive coreli- 
gionists, at least during the first century of the Crusades. Islamic law encour- 
aged the release of captives by imposing on every believer the payment of legal 
alms (zakat), some of which were set aside for the liberation of Muslims who 
had fallen into the hands of enemies: “Alms shall be only for the poor and the 
destitute, for those that are engaged in the management of alms and those 
whose hearts are sympathetic to the Faith, for the freeing of slaves and debtors, 
for the advancement of God’s cause, and for the traveller in need. That is a duty 
enjoined by God. God is all-knowing and wise” (Koran 9:60). 

A good Muslim ruler was thus obliged to free his coreligionists held captive 
in non-Muslim territory, an obligation that contributed in part to the many ex- 
changes of prisoners that occurred between Byzantines and Muslims until the 
mid-eleventh century." Similarly, biographers do not neglect to praise the lead- 
ers and notables who established mortmain properties (waqfs) for redeeming 
captives. Saladin’s brother-in-law Gökböri, lord of Irbil, was lauded for having 
devoted one hundred thousand dinars every year for the redemption of Mus- 
lims who had fallen into the Franks’ hands, this in addition to his other charita- 
ble works.’ Saladin and his entourage were not to be outdone. The sultan de- 
cided that a large part of the revenues of Bilbeis, Egypt, would be earmarked for 
the redemption of the residents of that city taken prisoner by the Franks in 1168, 
and al-Fadil devoted part of his fortune to a foundation of the same kind." Dur- 
ing his visit to Damascus in 1184, Ibn Jubayr admired the efforts by the Syrians 
in that area: 


One of the beneficent works of God Most High towards the 
Maghribi [and Muslim Andalusian] prisoners in these lands of 
Frankish Syria is that every Muslim of these parts of Syria or else- 
where who makes a will in respect of his property devotes it to the 
liberation of the Maghribis in particular because of their remote- 
ness from their native land and because, after Great and Glorious 
God, they have no other to deliver them. They are strangers, cut 
off from their native land, and the Muslims kings of these parts, the 
royal ladies, and the persons of ease and wealth, spend their money 
only in this cause. Nur al-Din—God have mercy on him—during 
an illness which had struck him, swore to distribute twelve thou- 


sand dinars for the ransoming of Maghribi prisoners. When he was 
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cured of his sickness, he sent their ransom, but with them were 
despatched a group who were not Maghribis, but who were from 
Hamah, one of his provinces. He ordered their return and the re- 
lease of Maghribis in their place, saying, “These men can be ran- 
somed by their kindred and their neighbours; but the Maghribis are 


strangers and have no kindred here.”™* 


Merchants whose caravans connected the interior of Syria to the Frankish 
ports on the coast also participated in such acts, which were judged very meri- 
torious. Ibn Jubayr speaks of two rich merchants from Damascus, including 
an emancipated slave, who served as intermediaries and had captives freed on 
their own behalf or on that of other Muslims. 

In Judaism as well, alms are considered a religious duty. The Mediterranean 
Jewish communities developed large-scale charitable activities for the most 
needy and allocated a great deal of money for the redemption of prisoners. It 
is no doubt for that reason that a twelfth-century rabbi wrote that a Jew, unlike 
a Christian, never abandons a captive coreligionist to his fate but strives to re- 
deem him."* The Jewish communities of Egypt redeemed a great number of 
their fellows taken prisoner in Jerusalem in 1099, and clubbed together again to 
deliver the prisoners of Bilbeis in 1169. 

The mobilization of the Franks in that area was slower. That is no doubt 
because, in the West, as Christianity expanded from the Carolingian era on, the 
practice of reducing prisoners of war to slavery was gradually lost, and only 
those prisoners from whom a ransom could be expected were kept. The collec- 
tive redemption of captives—a mission that many saints in the Merovingian 
period had performed—became pointless outside the borders of Christendom, 
where Christians were still fighting pagans or Muslims.” In Eastern societies, 
conversely, slaveholding was deeply ingrained, and alongside acts of sea piracy, 
battles between armies of different religions remained the chief providers of 
slaves. That undoubtedly explains the need felt by the Jews, Muslims, and Byz- 
antine Christians to develop the means necessary to redeem captives. Jean Rich- 
ard writes: “The Latin East only slowly arrived at an awareness that the 
redemption of captives was a duty incumbent on all Christians. That awareness 
began to come about in the late twelfth century, and the large round-up of 
prisoners occasioned by Saladin accelerated it.”™’ It was therefore as a result of 


the Crusades that, at the very end of the twelfth century, religious orders such 
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as the Trinitarians came into being, with as their principal aim the redemption 
of captives. They were the sign of a new awareness, within the context of a gen- 
eral expansion in charitable foundations and works in the West at that time."” 

In the treatment of his prisoners, as in many other areas, Saladin quite 
faithfully applied Islamic law. The main difference between him and his pre- 
decessors was the appreciable growth in the number of Frankish prisoners 
who fell into his hands on land and sea. A single battle often allowed for the 
capture of several hundred prisoners. After the victory, when it came time to 
tally things up, Saladin’s secretaries estimated the number of Muslim losses and 
made a list of the most important Frankish prisoners. In 1179, for example, after 
the Battle of Marj ‘Uyun, ‘Imad al-Din sat beside Saladin to note in a registry the 
names of the 270 knights taken prisoner, “not counting the other captives.” 
That same year, the taking of the castle of Bayt al-Ahzan yielded the capture of 
some seven hundred Frankish prisoners. Conversely, about a hundred Muslim 
prisoners used by the Franks on construction sites were liberated.'” In 1187, 
thanks to Saladin’s victories, more than twenty thousand Muslim prisoners 
were released, according to ‘Imad al-Din, who also says there were five times as 
many Frankish prisoners, figures that, even if exaggerated, do reflect the con- 
siderable number of prisoners on either side.” 

Theoretically, Islamic law stipulated that the booty—once the “fifth” for the 
sovereign and the public treasury was taken—would be shared equitably among 
all the combatants. But in the field, warriors often appropriated the prisoners 
they had taken. Saladin was therefore sometimes obliged to redeem them from 
his soldiers or emirs so that he could dispose of them as he liked. After the 
Battle of Hattin, those who were sold at the Damascus markets were so numer- 
ous that their price fell to three dinars a head.'”’ By contrast, when Saladin prom- 
ised to spare the lives of the residents of a city in exchange for their surrender, they 
kept their freedom and sometimes even obtained the right to take with them 
some personal belongings. In Jerusalem, residents had to pay a ransom often, five, 
or two dinars to buy their freedom, and the some fifteen thousand people who 
could not come up with the sum necessary were reduced to slavery. 

Many others were taken prisoner on the seas, by piracy or in battle. The 
ships that linked the West to the East in the Mediterranean at that time were 
almost exclusively Frankish, most of them Italian. They transported warriors 
in both directions, but also merchants with their goods, and many pilgrims. 


They therefore sailed packed full of men, women, children, horses, weapons, 
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and merchandise of all sort, and constituted a target of choice for the Egyptian 
fleet. In 1179 an attack against several Frankish ships allowed the Egyptians 
to bring back about a thousand prisoners.” In 1182 a vessel with Frankish pil- 
grims aboard was shipwrecked off the coast of Damietta. The survivors, some 
1,676 of the 2,500 travelers, we are told, fell into the hands of the Muslims. 
Those figures are no doubt overstated, though several reports of ships able to 
transport 1,500 passengers are attested to in the twelfth and thirteenth centu- 
ries.'”? In 1180 the two-year truce reached between the Muslims and the Franks 
required on principle that the prisoners be freed, but a few weeks before the 
date of payment, Saladin could not make up his mind to lose such a large booty 
and set such stringent conditions on Baldwin IV, king of Jerusalem, that the 
king was compelled to reject them. The truce was broken, and Saladin re- 
sumed battle against the Franks. 

At the end of that same year, while he was preparing to cross the Euphra- 
tes, Saladin learned that a ship transporting Frankish refugees fleeing the mas- 
sacres of Constantinople had been boarded and searched by Egyptians. The 
Muslims brought back more than four hundred prisoners, some of them distin- 
guished, and great riches.’*° On several occasions between 1182 and 1183, Frank- 
ish vessels transporting weapons or wood to be used in the construction 
of ships were intercepted and their men and goods seized.” During the siege of 
Acre, Frankish vessels arrived in even greater number, and every time one of 
them fell into the Muslims’ hands, more prisoners were taken. Particularly 
important was the taking of six ships off the coast of Beirut in late May 1191. In 
addition to the prisoners sold as slaves, the Muslims seized munitions, wood, 
money, precious objects, fabric, and about forty thoroughbred horses. That 
booty allowed the governor of Beirut to make very fine gifts to Saladin during 
his visit in 1192: garments in European cloth and clothing from Venice, mantles 
and blankets, gold and silver coins, saddles, bridles, spurs, and belts.'?8 

Thanks to his conquests, Saladin took a greater number of prisoners than 
the Franks. But the Franks possessed several thousand Muslims, whom they, 
like their enemies, used as a means to exert pressure or as currency of 
exchange. In 1184 the bishop of Sebaste freed eighty Muslim prisoners in ex- 
change for the promise that his city would be spared.” During Saladin’s siege 
of Jerusalem, the four to five thousand prisoners detained by the Franks in the 
city were an important factor in the negotiations, since Balian of Ibelin threat- 


ened to execute them all if Saladin persisted in making no concessions. Once 
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the city was conquered, Saladin restored their freedom and helped them 
return home. 

In rr, by contrast, the fate that Richard the Lionheart reserved for his 
three thousand prisoners in Acre deeply shocked Saladin and his people. The 
Latin sources attribute responsibility for that massacre to the sultan, who sup- 
posedly did not respect his pledges, while the Arab sources assert that Saladin 
mistrusted the Franks, who were demanding that he fulfill his promises before 
they would free the prisoners.” No doubt the massacre resulting from that 
dialogue of the deaf was ascribable more to the difficulties the Franks would 
have had keeping and, especially, controlling the prisoners any longer than to a 
mere craving for revenge. Ibn Shaddad remarks that the Franks spared the 
lives only of Muslims of a certain rank or those who could be used on the con- 
struction sites, but he also notes that among the explanations given for that 
massacre was that the king of England was afraid of leaving too large a number 
of prisoners behind him as he was preparing to march against Ascalon.””' It is 
true that, to dispose of his prisoners in the Muslim world, Saladin possessed a 
much vaster market than the Latin states, which were reduced to a few coastal 
cities at the time. Although there were a few protests, the massacre was not 
generally perceived in the West as barbarous, since the slaughter of prisoner 
combatants from whom there was no hope of drawing a profit was not espe- 
cially unusual. Did not Jacques de Vitry, bishop of Acre from 1216 to 1228, him- 
self write that Richard the Lionheart had contributed a great deal toward 
weakening the enemy by massacring several thousand Muslims who, had they 
survived, would have done harm to the Christians?’ 

On both sides, the use of the prisoners who were allowed to live varied as a 
function of their status. Women were sold as domestic slaves and, in the Mus- 
lim world, as concubines. The most robust men, such as those whom Ibn 


Jubayr saw working in Cairo in 1183, were used as labor on construction sites: 


The forced labourers on this construction, and those executing all 
the skilled services and vast preparations such as sawing the mar- 
ble, cutting the huge stones, and digging the fosse that girdles the 
wall noted above—a fosse hollowed out with pick-axes from the 
rock to be a wonder amongst wonders of which trace may remain— 
were the foreign Rumi prisoners whose numbers were beyond 


computation. There was no cause for any but them to labour on 
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this construction. The sultan has constructions in progress in other 
places and on these too the foreigners are engaged so that those of 
the Muslims who might have been used in this public work are 


relieved of it all, no work of that nature falling on any of them.'” 


The distinguished prisoners, emirs or knights, members of the ruling fam- 
ily or of a sovereign’s close circle, were usually redeemed with large ransoms, 
exchanged for other prisoners, or freed in exchange for the surrender of a for- 
tress or city.'** Thus Jubayl surrendered to Saladin in 1187 in exchange for the 
release of its lord, the Genoese Hugues Embriaco, who had been taken pris- 
oner in Hattin. In Ascalon, by contrast, the garrison refused to surrender in 
exchange for the release of King Guy of Lusignan and Gerard of Ridefort, 
Grand Master of the Knights Templar. The Grand Master was nevertheless 
freed a few days later, in exchange for the fortress of Latrun held by the 
Knights Templar. Several Latin sources also give an account whose authentic- 
ity is difficult to verify, since it is not confirmed by the Arab sources. During 
the siege of Tyre in 1186, Saladin is reported to have sent to Damascus for an- 
other of his prisoners from Hattin, William III of Montferrat, father of Mar- 
quess Conrad of Montferrat, and offered to release him in exchange for the 
surrender of Tyre: “Conrad replied that he would not give him even so much as 
the smallest stone of Tyre in return for his father. ‘But tie him to a stake and 
I shall be the first to shoot at him. For he is too old and is hardly worth any- 
thing. They brought him before the city. The marquis cried out and said, 
‘Conrad, dear son, guard well the city.’ And he took a crossbow in his hand and 
shot at his father. When Saladin heard that he had shot at his father, he said, 
“This man is an unbeliever and very cruel.’ ”!” 

That tale seems to echo another concerning the taking of the castle of 
Beaufort. In August 1189, after trying for several months to gain some time 
by negotiating with Saladin, Reginald of Sidon, lord of Beaufort, was finally 
arrested and brought to the foot of its citadel to obtain its surrender. ‘Imad 
al-Din, who gives a detailed description of that episode, says that Reginald en- 
couraged the garrison to resist. Saladin’s threats were without effect; Reginald 
was locked up in Damascus and freed the next year when the citadel finally 
gave up.’*° The Latin sources have a different view of that episode. According 
to the author of the Continuation—who is mistaken about the chronology of 
events—Reginald was subjected to every sort of torture, until he asked his 
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garrison to hand over the fortress. In another version of the same work, how- 
ever, the garrison reacted like Conrad in Tyre, refusing to hand over the for- 
tress and aiming their arrows at Reginald.” 

There is reason to wonder about the matter. Does not the insistence by sev- 
eral Latin sources on the intransigence of the garrisons of Tyre and Beaufort 
belong to legend, intended to show the Franks’ courage and will to resist, the 
heroism of one or another of their leaders or, on the contrary, the humanity of 
Saladin (who freed William of Montferrat shortly thereafter in exchange for an 
emir), in contrast to the cruelty of the Latins, who did not hesitate to shoot their 
own lord? There is undoubtedly nothing unlikely about Saladin’s proposal to 
exchange William of Montferrat for Tyre, since that was how he proceeded in 
other places; but it is strange that the Arab sources, which go on at length about 
the siege of that city and never fail to mention such negotiations when they oc- 
curred, say not a word about it. Note, moreover, that the theme of the Crusader 
as prisoner of the Muslims, forced by them, in exchange for having his life 
spared, to appeal to his coreligionists to yield to their demands, is also found in 
other Latin sources strongly tinged with hagiography. Upon his return from the 
First Crusade, for example, Peter Tudebode composed a narrative in which he 
presents the Crusaders who died in battle as true martyrs. He recounts, in par- 
ticular, how the Muslims attempted to force a certain Reynald Porchet to ap- 
peal, from atop the walls of Antioch, to the Crusaders, camped outside the city. 
Instead of asking that a high ransom be paid for him, Reynald exhorted the 
Crusaders to be unyielding and to take no mind of saving his life.’** It is there- 
fore not impossible that, a few decades later, in Christian accounts of the resis- 
tance of Tyre and Beaufort, legend and reality somewhat mingled together. 

Prisoners could be redeemed for a sum of money or could recover their free- 
dom following an accord. The ransom could range from about a thousand gold 
coins for an ordinary knight to eighty thousand for Raymond of Tripoli, one 
hundred and twenty thousand for Reginald of Chatillon—who spent sixteen 
years of his life as a prisoner in Aleppo—or even one hundred and fifty thou- 
sand for Baldwin of Ibelin, lord of Ramla and a potential candidate for the 
throne of Jerusalem.” These are considerable sums when compared to the two 
hundred thousand dinars spent for several tens of thousands of residents of Jeru- 
salem in 1187. Nevertheless, though financially solvent individuals, which is to 
say, those of a certain social rank, could hope to be exchanged for a ransom, 


not all prisoners of distinction escaped captivity. If we are to believe an Arab 
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source, for example, the daughter of Balian of Ibelin and that of Hugues of 
Jubayl were among the presents offered to the caliph of Baghdad by Saladin’s 
eldest son following his father’s death.“ In 1177, two emirs close to Saladin 
were captured by the Franks. They were redeemed two years later at a cost of 
sixty or seventy thousand dinars, plus the release of several Frankish prison- 
ers. Taqi al-Din “‘Umar’s son, known as Shahanshah, had also fallen into the 
Franks’ hands some time earlier. Sold to the Knights Templar, he was ulti- 
mately freed after seven years of captivity in exchange for a large ransom (the 
amount is unknown) and the liberation of all the Knights Templar then in 
Saladin’s hands.™! 

Prisoner exchanges were often at the heart of negotiations between Sala- 
din and Latin Christendom. For example, letters were exchanged on that 
subject between Saladin and his brother al-‘Adil on one hand, the papacy on 
the other.’* In a letter to a pope—probably Alexander III (r. 1159-1181)—Saladin 
approved the proposals made by the pope’s ambassador, one Olivier Vitalis, 
but asked for a reassessment of the value of the prisoners, his own being of 
noble extraction, whereas the Muslim prisoners were only peasants and mem- 
bers of the lower classes. In another letter, probably dating from March 31, 1183 
(preserved in Latin translation), al-Adil wrote to Pope Lucius III (r. 1181-1185) in 
response to a letter delivered to Saladin by the legate some months before. Al- 
‘Adil said he was ready to grant the pope’s wishes and confirm the agreement 
reached between Saladin and Alexander III regarding the liberation of prison- 
ers, but set as a condition that the Franks of the kingdom of Jerusalem respect 
that accord. In 1188 Saladin also obtained from Bohemond the release of the 
prisoners held in Antioch, and the same issue remained at the center of dis- 
cussions throughout the difficult negotiation between Franks and Muslims in 
1192. Oddly, however, no clause concerning prisoner exchanges is mentioned in 
the final accord between Richard the Lionheart and Saladin. 

Prisoners also sometimes served the sovereign’s propaganda. They were 
exhibited in triumphal parades upon the return from battle. Rulers saw that 
practice, inherited from antiquity and widespread in the Middle Ages, as a 
means to display their might and to justify their power in the eyes of their own 
population. Saladin did not abuse the practice but also did not refrain from it in 
certain circumstances. After the taking of Jerusalem, in 1189 he sent to the ca- 
liph both knight prisoners and the large gilded cross that had been torn down 
from atop the Dome of the Rock. The prisoners were exhibited in Baghdad, 
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wearing their weapons and mounted on their horses, but with their standards 
pointing toward the ground. The caliph had the cross buried under the thresh- 
old of one of the gates of Baghdad, so that it would be trampled by his subjects. 
In an irony of fate, the name given to that gate, the Nubian Gate (Bab al-Nubi), 
evoked the solemn entry in 836 of George, son of the king of Nubia, accompa- 
nied by bishops and a retinue bearing gold crosses.” 

What was Saladin’s attitude toward his prisoners? Was he simply the mer- 
ciful sovereign, as the image spread by his legend suggests, or did he demon- 
strate severity, even intransigence?'** His close circle criticized him for his 
excessive generosity toward the Franks. He often restored their freedom, 
thereby allowing them, for example, to return to Tyre, where they grew in 
strength. Reports of that liberality are many and do not come only from the 
Muslim sources. For example, after the taking of Tiberias, Saladin let Ray- 
mond’s wife leave, along with her family, servants, and belongings. Once Je- 
rusalem was conquered, he freed without ransom Reginald of Chatillon’s 
widow; Balian’s wife, Maria Comnena; and Sibylla, the wife of Guy of Lusig- 
nan, who was allowed to rejoin her husband, a prisoner in Nablus.” Such a 
chivalrous spirit is somewhat reminiscent of that of Alexander the Great to- 
ward the women in the family of his defeated enemy Darius. Alexander, men- 
tioned in the Koran under the name Dhi-l-Qarnayn, was a historical figure, 
and both historians and the authors of Mirrors for Princes readily evoked him 
as a model sovereign: wise, just, generous, and courteous toward his friends 
and enemies.“ It is difficult to say whether that image, conveyed especially 
through the Iranian versions of the Romance of Alexander, had a direct influ- 
ence on Saladin. He, in any case, was rarely associated with Alexander, unlike 
some Mamluk and Ottoman sultans.” His concern to appear in everyone's 
eyes as the example of a magnanimous sovereign, respectful of his pledges, 
was nonetheless great. Witness this dialogue, which he had with ‘Imad al-Din 
regarding the Latin patriarch of Jerusalem, who was preparing to leave the 
city with the treasures of the Holy Sepulchre: “So I told the sultan: “These are 
great riches; they are clearly worth two hundred thousand dinars. Permission 
to take one’s own possessions does not apply to those of the churches and con- 
vents; do not therefore leave them in the hands of those infidels.’ He replied: 
‘If we interpret it to their detriment, they will accuse us of perfidy, for they do 
not know the heart of the matter. We will therefore deal with them by apply- 


ing the safeguard agreement to the letter, and will not let them accuse the 
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Believers of having violated the sworn faith. On the contrary, they will speak 
of the blessings we have showered on them.’ ”“* 

In that, Saladin was not wrong, since his courtesy and magnanimity were 
the principal themes of the legend that developed around his image in the West. 
In terms of the reality, it is of course more difficult to weigh his oft-expressed 
generosity toward the Franks against his desire to repel and punish the enemy, 
and sometimes to avenge the atrocities committed. Saladin’s clemency in cer- 
tain circumstances has also been contrasted to his “ferocity” in others. Attest- 
ing to his clemency are the many accounts that mention his sense of honor, his 
compassion toward the weak, and his desire to avoid, as much as possible, pil- 
laging, gratuitous violence, and bloodbaths. After the Battle of Hattin, Saladin 
treated with great courtesy the king of Jerusalem and all the barons taken pris- 
oner, and most were freed in the following months in exchange for a fortress, a 
prisoner, a ransom, or—in the case of Guy of Lusignan—simply a promise to no 
longer fight against the Muslims. His attitude contrasts with that of his prede- 
cessor, Nir al-Din, under whose reign Reginald of Chatillon spent sixteen years 
in prison (1160-1176), Raymond III of Tripoli and Joscelin III of Courtenay about 
ten years each (1164-1174 or 1175). The words Saladin addressed to Guy of Lusig- 
nan before slaying Reginald of Chatillon—‘“It has not been customary for 


*"149_are indicative of 


princes to kill princes, but this man transgressed his limits 
the importance he granted to the political and social rank of individuals and to 
the tacit code of honor that, in principle, followed from it. In 1190, for example, 
while he was encamped outside Acre, several Frankish prisoners of distinc- 
tion were brought to the sultan. ‘Imad al-Din, who was at his side, describes the 
scene: “He had arranged these captives around him, and it was only at that time 
that Allah showed his favor toward those unfortunate souls. The sultan ex- 
tended his interview with them and gave them fruit to eat once he had put them 
at ease; then he had the table prepared to sate them and quench their thirst. 
Finally, he brought in garments, with which he dressed them. He placed his 
own pelisse on their principal leader, since the weather had grown colder and 
winter was coming on. He allowed them to send out their pages to bring them 
what they desired and to inform their friends, to whom they were eager to give 
word. Then he sent them to Damascus, where they would be kept captive and 
laden with heavy shackles.”!° 

During the siege of Ascalon in 1187, when the garrison had refused to sur- 


render in exchange for Guy of Lusignan’s release but was no longer in a position 
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to resist, Saladin decided in spite of everything to spare the lives of the residents, 
“out of pity, to spare the wives and children of the Muslims in the town from 
the violence of the army, as well as to protect the town itself from being ravaged 
by pillagers.”' It is clear here that his conciliatory attitude toward the Franks 
could also be dictated by the interests of the Muslims. In 1191, when Frankish 
prisoners from Beirut were ushered into his presence, several of his very young 
sons asked for permission to execute one of them with their own hands. Saladin 
refused, so that, he said, they would not become accustomed to spilling blood 
and drawing glory from it at an age when they were not yet able to distinguish 
a Muslim from an infidel. Among these prisoners was an old man: “The sultan 
said to the interpreter, ‘Ask him, “What brought you to come here when you are 
this old? How far is it from here to your land?” He replied, ‘Between me and my 
land is a journey of months. As for why I came, it was just to go on pilgrimage to 
the Sepulchre.’ The sultan had pity on him, gave him gifts, freed him and sent 
him back to the enemy camp on horseback.” 

Similarly, Ibn Shaddad and ‘Imad al-Din report the story of a three-month- 
old baby girl abducted from her Frankish mother by Muslim thieves during the 
siege of Acre in 1191. Frankish lords advised the weeping mother to go see the 
sultan. “He has a merciful heart. We give you permission to go to him. Go and 
ask him for the child and he will restore it to you.” Saladin received her while 
he was riding horseback in the company of Ibn Shaddad. He allowed himself to 
be moved by her distress and tears and immediately commanded someone to 
go in search of the child. The little girl, who had just been sold at the market, was 
redeemed from her owner by Saladin, who returned her to her mother, then had 
both of them accompanied back home.” ‘Imad al-Din’s final condemnation of 
these baby thieves (“in pursuance of holy war, they found this iniquitous crime 
committed in the dark of night to be licit”) illustrates that holy war in no way 
justified all the acts of violence committed against the enemy, and highlights by 
contrast Saladin’s merit. Moreover, the words attributed to the Franks in that 
story indicate that, with the advent of Saladin’s reign, the Muslims knew the 
reputation acquired by their sovereign among his enemies. 

The panegyric intent of all these narratives is obvious. But must they be 
rejected en bloc? I do not think so, since the facts—the liberation of many pris- 
oners without compensation—are confirmed by the Latin sources. Never- 
theless, a more violent image is sometimes provided, of a Saladin driven by 
the desire for revenge. We must no doubt be wary, here as elsewhere, of the 
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legendary character of certain episodes related in only a few Latin sources. 
Consider, for example, the prisoners seized on Christian ships arriving in Acre, 
who did not know the city had just fallen into the Muslims’ hands, and whom 
Saladin supposedly “allowed to leave, poor and naked,” after they had been 
mocked and abused. He wanted to make an example of them, so that those 
wishing to come to the Holy Land would be dissuaded from doing so.’** Con- 
sider also the tortures that Saladin inflicted on Reginald of Sidon at the foot of 
the castle of Beaufort,” or the torments imposed on Baldwin of Ibelin, whose 
teeth were supposedly pulled out, to compel him to gather together his ran- 
som.’ It is nevertheless true that most of the Arab and Latin authors mention 
Saladin’s initial desire to seize Jerusalem by force and by blood, in order to 
avenge the Muslims who had died in 1099 during the taking of that city by the 
Franks. Later, however, Saladin came to understand that such an attitude 
risked bringing on the destruction of the holy places and the death of Muslim 
prisoners. It is also known that Saladin showed no pity toward the Knights 
Templar and the Knights Hospitaller—except when he could extract a high 
ransom from them—and had almost all of them executed after the Battle of 
Hattin, believing they were the worst enemies of Islam. Two days after the vic- 
tory, he sent for them and ordered them beheaded before his eyes. The ulemas 
actively participated in the massacre: “Each of them asked to be granted the 
favor of executing a prisoner, unsheathed his saber, and bared his forearm. 
The sultan was seated; he had a smile on his face, while those of the miscreants 
were somber. The troops having lined up, the emirs were standing in two 
rows. Some of these religious sliced and cut well, and were thanked; the sabers 
of others hesitated and leapt back up, and they were forgiven; still others were 
mocked and replaced. And there I was, watching the sultan smile at the mas- 
sacre; I saw him as a man of his word and of action.”!*” 

Saladin proved similarly inflexible toward Reginald of Chatillon. He was 
accused of being a faithless and lawless warrior, having violated his word many 
times, and the sultan wanted to behead him with his own hand. This strong 
symbolic gesture impressed the Latin authors to such a point that some did not 
hesitate to write that “Saladin took some of [Reginald’s] blood and sprinkled it 
on his own head in recognition that he had taken vengeance.”"”* 

Other episodes are sometimes evoked to show that Saladin was not al- 
ways the “valiant knight” of legend. In 1178, he ordered the execution of all the 
Frankish prisoners brought to him, with the exception of a single one, whom 
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‘Imad al-Din had asked to be pardoned.'” During the taking of the castle of 
Bayt al-Ahzan in 1179, Saladin had all the prisoners who were apostates or 
crossbowmen executed; the crossbowmen were no doubt the most tenacious 
defenders of the fortress. By contrast, the massacre of the other prisoners oc- 
curred outside his control, carried out by volunteer jihad warriors who were 
not part of the regular army.”®? 

The treatment he reserved for the some 170 Frankish prisoners after Regi- 
nald of Chatillon’s 1183 raid in the Red Sea also involved great violence. The 
Franks had no doubt been promised that their lives would be spared, but Sala- 
din proved intractable and asked his brother al-‘Adil to make an example of 
them. The interests of Islam, he said, and the extraordinary nature of Regi- 
nald’s attack required that no account be taken of the promise. There was not 
even any need to consult the ulemas on the legality of the executions. Saladin 
was also letting his enemies know that they had performed a blasphemous 
act. And by his steadfastness and intransigence, he wanted to dissuade them 
from repeating the act and to affirm, in the eyes of Muslims, that he was the 
one and true defender of the holy places. The prisoners, mounted backwards 
on camels, were triumphantly exhibited in the streets of Alexandria. Most 
were executed, and two of them were even slaughtered in Mina near Mecca, 
where the traditional immolation of animals always takes place at the end of 
the pilgrimage."* 

Until August 1191, then, Saladin’s line of conduct remained the same: 
spare the high-ranking prisoners to obtain ransoms, or simply in the spirit of 
“chivalry”; avoid bloodbaths; and come to the aid of the most destitute non- 
combatant prisoners. He had no pity, by contrast, for those he judged danger- 
ous to Islam, particularly the military orders, Reginald of Chatillon, and 
apostates. For him as for his entourage, ordering the execution of all these 
prisoners—even with a certain pageantry—was not a display of cruelty. On 
the contrary, it was a duty and a mark of virtue. Is it not for that reason that 
Ibn Shaddad introduced, in his first chapter on Saladin’s virtues, the execu- 
tion of the man he called a “monstrous infidel and terrible oppressor,” 
namely, Reginald of Chatillon? He seems in that way to vindicate Saladin for 
having kept his vow to kill the man. After all, Reginald had insulted Islam, 
having replied to those he had taken prisoner during a period of truce, and 
while they were making their way peacefully in a caravan: “Tell your Mu- 
hammad to release you!”' 
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In the summer of 1191 and thereafter, following the massacre of several 
thousand Muslim prisoners by the Franks, Saladin hardened his position. 
“He had taken an oath to kill all the Franks he seized, because of their mas- 
sacre of the residents of Acre.” In three days’ time, therefore, between Au- 
gust 29 and 31, 1191, twenty-eight prisoners were executed in cold blood.’ 
This was not the first time that atrocities had given rise to further atrocities, 
in a spirit of revenge: “On Sunday 29 Jumada I {23 June [r191]}, many enemy 
foot-soldiers came out on the bank of the freshwater stream. A detachment 
of our advance guard met them and a serious battle ensued. .. . The enemy 
seized a Muslim and, having killed him, burned his body. The Muslims then 
seized one of them, and killed and burned him. I saw the two fires blazing at 
the same time.”" 

Vengeance has always fostered the escalation of wars, but let us recall that 
in the Middle Ages it did not have the pejorative connotations it has in our own 
time. Not only was vengeance not always condemned, it was often a duty. 
Claude Gauvard has shown that in the West, far from being the fruit of vindic- 
tive impulses or social disorder, vengeance was a mode of conflict resolution, 
closely linked to violence, which itself contributed toward the founding of the 
public order.’® In cases of homicide, the law of retribution (qisds) and blood re- 
venge (tha‘r) were very widespread in the Arab tribal system. They were con- 
siderably attenuated in Islamic law, which in particular encouraged the pay- 
ment of blood money (diya). The ancient practices, however, remained not only 
a matter of custom but also a matter of law.’°° In theory, every intentional 
murder of a Muslim could be punished by the death of the murderer. Unlike 
ancient pre-Islamic tribal customs, Muslim law on principle prohibited taking 
revenge on the members of the family or tribal group, but it is well known that 
the rule was not always respected in practice (nor is it even today). In the con- 
text of war against the infidel, Saladin could therefore easily have allowed the 
practice of vengeance, albeit collective. 


The large number of prisoners taken by the Muslims inevitably raises the ques- 
tion of how many changed sides by defecting or converting to Islam. It remains 
very difficult to say. The Muslims designated Franks who placed themselves 
under their protection by the term musta’min (“he who asks for protection’), 
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and such cases were not rare. Late twelfth-century law in the kingdom of Jeru- 
salem stipulated the case of returning knights who had taken the Muslims’ side, 
distinguishing between those who had denied their faith and those who had 
not.’ It was also fairly common to find Frankish mercenaries in the Muslim 
armies, since they were not asked to renounce their faith. Mentions of them are 
even found in romances from the early thirteenth century, such as the character 
of Reginald of Brittany in the Estoires d’Outremer. He is Saladin’s prisoner and 
gonfalon-bearer, and defends Damascus against the Crusaders. There were vari- 
ous reasons for the conversions and defections. Some prisoners may have accepted 
conversion to save their lives. But others entered the service of the Muslims to 
escape punishment after a grave injustice or quite simply to pursue a career. Some 
converted, while others did not.’ 

One of the best-known cases is that of a certain John Gale. According to the 
Latin sources, that knight, born in Tyre, sought refuge with Saladin after killing 
his lord, whom John Gale had caught in his wife’s arms. Such a murder was 
considered very grave under feudal law. Saladin welcomed him warmly and 
even entrusted him with the military education of his nephew, whom John Gale 
was also supposed to teach “courtesy and good manners.”'”? One day, when he 
was with the young man in Aleppo, that knight, whose faithlessness is de- 
nounced even in the Latin sources, entered into contact with the Knights Tem- 
plar at the fortress of Baghras, near Antioch, and offered to sell them Saladin’s 
nephew in exchange for a ransom and permission to return to the kingdom of 
Jerusalem. The deal was concluded, and, on the pretext of going hunting, John 
Gale brought the nephew to the territory of the Knights Templar. There the 
knights took the young man prisoner. The same Latin sources claim that in 
September 1188, when Saladin laid siege to the castle of Roche-Guillaume north 
of Antioch,” not far from Baghras, he was seeking to wreak revenge on the 
treacherous knight, whom he suspected of being in the fortress. But events 
obliged him to lift the siege. ‘Imad al-Din gives a slightly different version of 
that story:'” a “protected” Frank who lived in Damascus deceived Saladin’s 
nephew, making him believe that the king of the Franks would give him power 
if he went to join him. The young man fell into the trap, was sold to the Knights 
Templar, and remained a prisoner for seven years before being redeemed by 
Saladin. 

Sometimes these “protected” Franks were sent by Saladin on true “com- 


mando” operations: 
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Franks who had asked for our protection [musta’mins] had obtained 
barks, on which they made incursions and war raids, using masts 
and pulleys, stinging with their boats like scorpions and vipers. 
They landed in a district of the island of Cyprus on a feast day. The 
priest had gathered the population from near and far together in a 
church; our Frankish allies prayed there with them, then locked 
the doors of the church, to make sure they would not escape, and 
took them all prisoner. . . . They collected all the precious objects 
that were in the church, were merciless toward the priest, took 
people and objects onto the barks, and sought refuge in Latakia, 
where they sold everything they had taken from the church—in 
particular, twenty-seven women, boys, and girls, whom they dis- 


posed of for a low price—and divided up the proceeds of that sale.'”’ 


On at least one occasion, during Saladin’s conquest of Latakia in 1188, Franks 
asked to remain on Muslim soil with the status of dhimmis. According to ‘Imad 
al-Din, they were compelled to do so because of the attitude of Sicilian sailors, 
who had arrived off the coast of Latakia and taken control of a boat of refugees, 
accusing them of having handed over the city to the sultan.’ 

Between 1190 and 1192, the weariness of the troops during the siege of Acre 
and subsequent campaigns was such that desertions occurred on both sides. In 
the last weeks of 1190, some Franks, impelled by the terrible famine wreaking 
havoc in their camp, joined the Muslims’ ranks. Some converted to Islam, oth- 
ers kept their own religion, still others had regrets and returned home.” Dur- 
ing the following year, many cases of desertion were also recorded: starving 
Franks offered their services to Saladin and brought him, in addition to prison- 
ers, the rich cargo of a Frankish merchant ship that was preparing to unload 
its ingots and silver goods.’ Two servants—probably Sicilians—of Joan, Rich- 
ard’s sister and the widow of the former king of Sicily, also took refuge in Sala- 
din’s camp, claiming they had secretly remained Muslim. They received an 
excellent welcome from the sultan. 

Conversely, the Franks used Muslim converts to Christianity, called turco- 
poles, in their army.”’ Saladin was merciless toward these renegades. When he 
took them prisoner at the castle of Bayt al-Ahzan, he had every last one of them 
executed. It is also known that renegade Aleppine sappers provided their aid to 
Richard the Lionheart during the assault of the fortress of Dārūm in 1192.” 
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Some ultimately had regrets—for example a Muslim at the Krac des Chevaliers 
who had fought alongside the Franks and had even gone to Rome to collect 
money.’*° In addition to the renegades, the Franks could also count on the aid 
of many Bedouins, who served them as guides, spies, and sometimes military 
aides.'*' Without entering the service of the Franks, other Muslims, including 
some important ones, did not hesitate to sell them provisions during times of 
famine. The lord of ‘Azaz in northern Syria, for example, made a fortune sell- 
ing cereals to Antioch at exorbitant prices, at a time when Saladin was about to 
conquer the castle of Baghras a few kilometers away.'* 

According to the Itinerarium, on the eve of the fall of Acre, some Muslims, 
besieged for nearly two years and at the end of their strength, deserted and 
asked the Franks to baptize them: “There is justification for doubting the ex- 
tent of their merits, since they asked for this more as a means of escape from 
the danger which threatened them than from the inspiration of divine grace; 
but there are many routes to salvation.” 

But all the armies were faced with that problem, whether of deserters or of 
runaways, when battles went on and on, and that is why al-Fadil implored Sala- 
din’s indulgence toward them: “The army is not tired but anxious, human 
strength certainly has its limits, God’s fortunes have an objective. . . . I remind 
our master of all that, only so that he will have no animosity toward those who 
recant or retreat, as the verse says: “Therefore pardon them and implore God to 


forgive them’ (Koran 3:159).”"** 


wan 


The Gaze of the Other 


By Saladin’s time, Middle Eastern Muslims had already lived 
in proximity to the Franks for nearly a century. Even before the Crusades, many 
Western pilgrims were coming to the Holy Land, and Italian merchants regu- 
larly visited the Egyptian ports. Nevertheless, those two worlds, Eastern and 
Western, though not unacquainted, remained profoundly alien to each other, 
separated by language, religion, history, and culture. Each watched the other 
with a mix of fear and admiration, attraction and repulsion. In daily life, of 
course, the Franks sometimes took to frequenting the baths and adopted some 
local vestimentary or culinary practices.’ There were a few mixed marriages 
between Franks and Eastern Christians, Armenians especially, but there was no 
real mingling of populations or cultures. The ancient legacy that the Arabs had 
transmitted to the West in the realms of science and philosophy passed through 
Sicily and Spain much more than through the Latin states of the East. 

Only rarely do the sources inform us about the daily contacts between 
Franks and Muslims. Fortunately, the autobiographical writings of the Arab 
emir Usama Ibn Mungidh (1095-1188), well known to historians, are the excep- 
tion. Usama was a Syrian Arab emir and a poet, whose family owned the castle 


of Shayzar in central Syria, on the banks of the Orontes. His extraordinary 
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longevity, the many contacts he had with the Franks, and his literary talent 
played a large role in his notoriety. He met Saladin for the first time in Damas- 
cus in 1154, and, when the sultan took power in the Syrian capital in 1174, 
Usama was summoned to his court. The two men had a great appreciation for 
each other. Saladin liked Usama’s poetry and often asked his advice on literary 
matters and also on military affairs, since the elderly man had waged war 
against the Franks throughout his life. His son Murhaf also became one of 
Saladin’s close emirs. 

Usama’s vivid and colorful testimony is a gold mine of information, even 
though, as Carole Hillenbrand has rightly pointed out, he sometimes exagger- 
ated, voicing a few clichés about Westerners that date back to a period well 
before the Crusades.” Since the tenth century, all sorts of popular stories had 
contributed toward the spread of a stereotypical image of the West and its in- 
habitants: travel literature, prison narratives, and the accounts of pilgrims, 
merchants, and ambassadors. The legacy of Ptolemy, who divided the world 
into seven zones or “climates,” defined by their latitude, figured prominently 
in the work of the Arab geographers, who attributed to the sixth climate a di- 
rect influence on the Franks’ physical appearance and character. The Franks, 
good and courageous warriors, were noted for their coarse manners, their lack 
of hygiene, and their slow-wittedness. Some Muslim authors go so far as to as- 
sociate them with the animal kingdom. For Ibn Abi l-Ash‘ath, a tenth-century 
doctor living in Mosul, the Franks, like animals, had only generic characteris- 
tics and completely lacked individuality. Two centuries later, Usima Ibn Mun- 
qidh wrote: “Mysterious are the works of the Creator, the author of all things! 
When one comes to recount causes regarding the Franks he cannot but glorify 
Allah (exalted is he!) and sanctify him, for he sees them as animals possessing 
the virtues of courage and fighting, but nothing else; just as animals have only 
the virtues of strength and carrying loads.” 

Despite these clichés, the Muslims—unlike the Crusaders, most of whom 
disembarked in the East without having the slightest idea about the religion of 
Islam—were very familiar with Judaism and Christianity, which had a great 
many points in common with Islam. In the seventh century, an entire litera- 
ture of religious polemics had developed in the East. The two most difficult 
Christian doctrines for the Muslims to understand were that of the Trinity—a 
single God in three persons, which earned the Christians the name “associa- 


tionists” and even “polytheists’—and the dual nature (human and divine) of 
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Christ. The author of a Mirror for Princes composed in Syria in about the mid- 
twelfth century effectively sums up that incomprehension: “The most amaz- 
ing thing in the world is that the Christians say that Jesus is divine, that he is 
God, and then say that the Jews seized him and crucified him. How then can a 
God who cannot protect himself protect others? . . . They believe in this utter 
iniquity, that their God came forth from the privates of a woman and was cre- 
ated in a woman's womb, and that a woman was made pregnant by their God 
and gave birth to him. . . . Anyone who believes that his God came out of a 
woman's privates is quite mad; he should not be spoken to, and he has neither 
intelligence nor faith.” 

Whether clichés, prejudices, ignorance, or incomprehension, many obsta- 
cles stood in the way of exchanges between Westerners and Easterners. Never- 
theless, several decades after the First Crusade, the Muslims were beginning to 
have a better understanding of the Franks’ motivations and objectives. More 
than ever, the Franks were considered enemies, but behind the fear and hostil- 
ity, admiration and respect for one individual or another in the opposing camp 


sometimes shine through. 


Better Understood Objectives? 


In the aftermath of the First Crusade, few Muslims understood the Crusaders’ 
true motivations; or, at any rate, the reports that have come down to us are 
rare. The treatise on jihad (Kitab al-jihad) by the Damascene jurist al-Sulami is 
a felicitous exception. He displayed a great deal of perspicacity, placing the 
First Crusade in the context of Christian expansion into Spain and Sicily, and 
asserting in 1105, regarding the Crusaders, that “Jerusalem was the ultimate 
fulfillment of their desires” and the new Frankish war was a “jihad against the 
Muslims.” Unfortunately, it is not known whether his point of view was un- 
usual or broadly shared. The rarity of the accounts during this era has led his- 
torians to think that the Muslims did not immediately understand what was at 
stake in the Crusade. It is very possible that al-Sulami had disciples in religious 
circles, but it does not appear that his writings were widely diffused. One thing 
is sure: the recommendation that he gave Muslim rulers, to unite in order to 
confront the Crusade, had no immediate results, and it was not until the mid- 
twelfth century that Muslim unity really took shape. The other reports on the 
Franks that have come down to us date from that later era. Most attest to a 
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fairly good knowledge of the nature and objectives of the Crusades, a percep- 
tion that would be a major advantage for Muslims in defining their strategy 
and negotiating with the Franks. 

The importance that Westerners granted to Jerusalem was one of the first 
of the Muslims’ discoveries. Ibn al-Athir recounts the story of a Frankish pris- 
oner whose mother had gone so far as to sell everything she owned, namely, 
her house, to send her son to liberate Jerusalem.’ At about the same time, al- 
Harawi was also aware of the importance for Christians of the Holy Sepulchre, 
the site of the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ; and ‘Imad al-Din, in a 
speech attributed to the Franks during the siege of the holy city in 1187, out- 
lines the view that the Muslims may have had of Christian doctrine and the 
place occupied in it by Jerusalem. It reveals an astonishing mix of truth and 


error, allusions to the Koran, and clichés about Christian practices: 


It is here where our Church of the Resurrection is found, and from 
here that we will be resurrected. . . . It is our honor to pay tribute to 
that holy place, our salvation depends on its own, its stability assures 
our own, its longevity is the gauge of our longevity. If we abandon it, 
shame will cling to us, and we will deserve dishonor. . . . Here the 
images of the apostles in their conversations are to be found, here 
that of the Fathers in their teachings, of the monks in their monaster- 
ies, of the priests in their assemblies, of the sorcerers with their 
ropes;’ of the priests and their illusions; the image of the Lady [the 
Virgin] and of the Lord, the Temple and the nativity, the Table and 
the fish, what is sculpted and carved, the disciple and the master, the 
cradle and the speaking child; the image of the goat and the donkey, 
of paradise and hell, of the bells and the laws. They also said: it is in 
these places that the Messiah was crucified and the victim immolated 
as a sacrifice; here was divinity incarnated, God became man and 


humanity became God.’ 


Saladin was perfectly aware of the importance the Franks ascribed to Jeru- 
salem, even though, in his reply to Richard the Lionheart in 1191, he did not 
want to make any concessions in that area: “Jerusalem is ours just as much as it 
is yours. Indeed, for us it is greater than it is for you, for it is where our Prophet 


came on his Night Journey and the gathering place of the angels. Let not the 
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king imagine that we shall give it up, for we are unable to breathe a word of 
that amongst the Muslims.” 

He also seems to have had a good understanding of the religious motive 
behind the Crusade and of the connection between the Crusaders’ pilgrimage 
and their battle against the Muslims. That is why he facilitated access to Jerusa- 
lem for the Franks of the Third Crusade, following the truce concluded with 
Richard the Lionheart. In allowing them to realize their wish, Saladin proba- 
bly hoped they would be less inclined in the future to set off again for the Holy 
Land.” Nor were the Muslims unaware of the importance of the relic of the 
True Cross for Christians: they had an inkling of the advantages they could 
draw from its capture. In a letter Saladin asked Qadi al-Fadil to draft announc- 
ing to the Abbasid caliph the victory of Hattin and the taking of Jerusalem, he 
wrote: “The king was taken prisoner, holding in his hand the most solid of his 
supports, the strongest of his connections to his religion, the cross of the cruci- 
fixion, which guides the arrogant people. They never allow themselves to be 
caught without its two arms stretching out to them. It rouses them, but this 
time, with its arms extended it bid them farewell. ... Under that cross, they 
conduct the keenest of battles." ~ 

Along with Jerusalem, that relic was at the heart of negotiations between 
Richard the Lionheart and Saladin throughout 1191-1192. The Eastern 
Christians—Greeks and Georgians—demanded it as well and offered to pur- 
chase it for large sums of money, but to no avail.'* Even more significant, the 
Muslims were well informed about the spiritual advantages accruing to the 
Crusaders. The pope's role as leader of the Crusade, though distorted, was also 
known: “The Pope [baba], who lives in Rome,” wrote al-Fadil, “has prescribed 
to his people abstinence in food and drink. He told them: ‘He who will not 
march for the deliverance of Jerusalem shall be excommunicated; marriage 
and meals [in common] will be prohibited him.’ ”” 

‘Imad al-Din also grasped the role of the clergy in the Crusade, of the indul- 
gences granted to the Crusaders, and of the propaganda that encouraged them 
to go rescue their Christian brothers persecuted by the Muslims: “All those 
who depart to fight Islam will obtain forgiveness for their sins and will be puri- 
fied of all stain; those who are unable to go will provide equipment and wealth 
to those who go.” 

For al-Fadil, as for his predecessor, al-Sulami, the Christian Crusade was 


comparable to the Muslim jihad: “If the jihad that the Franks are proposing to 
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make had been made with the pure intention to sacrifice themselves for a heav- 
enly reward, no one could have preceded them to paradise.”” 

Knowing the enemy’s motivations allowed Saladin not only to better 
combat the Franks but also to incite the Muslims to jihad by contrasting their 


spinelessness to their adversary’s religious zeal: 


Where, therefore, is the Muslims’ ardor, the pride of the people of 
the true religion, the zeal of the people of certainty? We are infi- 
nitely surprised to see the idolaters helping one another on behalf 
of polytheism, lending support to one another to broaden its way 
and set its course, to see Muslims stand apart from Muslims and 
not rush [to holy war], to abstain from rescuing them, to let the 
bonds of their cohesion come undone....Just look at the 
Franks: ...to preserve their faith, they have deemed the gift of 
their soul and of their life a modest price; they have aided their im- 
pure race with every sort of armament and with warriors capable 
of fighting; they have acted and given only out of religious fervor 


and enthusiasm for their faith.’ 


That Christian fervor was fanned by a full-scale propaganda campaign, 
oral and written but also iconographic. The influence exerted by images in the 
Frankish camp did not escape the attention of Saladin’s entourage. Ibn al-Athir 
recounts that, in 1189, the Franks had a picture painted in Tyre depicting the 
Messiah, his face bloody, being struck by an Arab, with the following inscrip- 
tion: “This is the Messiah with Muhammad, the prophet of the Muslims, beat- 
ing him. He has wounded and slain him!”” Ibn Shaddad gives a rather similar 


account of this propaganda of images: 


The marquis [Conrad of Montferrat] produced a picture of Jerusalem 
on a large sheet of paper, depicting the Sepulchre to which they come 
on pilgrimage and which they revere. The tomb of the Messiah is 
there, where he was buried after his crucifixion, as they assert. ... 
He pictured the tomb and added a Muslim cavalryman on horseback 
trampling on the Messiah’s tomb, upon which the horse had staled. 
This picture he publicised overseas in the markets and assemblies, as 


the priests, bareheaded and dressed in sackcloth, paraded it, crying 
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doom and destruction. Images affect their hearts, for they are essen- 
tial to their religion. Therefore multitudes of people, whom God 


alone could number, were roused up." 


Was that improved perception of the enemy's motivations and propaganda 
mutual? Did the Franks similarly understand the religious nature of the jihad 
and what Jerusalem represented for the Muslims? The historian Benjamin Z. 
Kedar thinks not, pointing out that nowhere does William of Tyre consider the 
role of religion in the enemy’s motivations. Significantly, Kedar also compares 
the account of the negotiations between Richard the Lionheart and Saladin as 
presented by Ibn Shaddad to that in the Itinerarium. Whereas Ibn Shaddad dem- 
onstrates that he is able to present both parties’ attachment to Jerusalem and to 
understand the value of the True Cross for the Christians, the Itinerarium has 
Saladin say that he cannot accept the proposals from the English king because 
they are an outrage to “l’honor paganismi” (pagan honor).!” 

By Saladin’s time, however, the image of the idolatrous pagan Muslim, still 
very widespread at the time of the First Crusade, had gradually been toned 
down in the West, at least in educated circles. Major efforts had been made to 
learn more about Islam, especially under the influence of Peter the Venerable, 
abbot of Cluny, to whom we are indebted for the first Latin translation of the 
Koran in 1142. Of course, until the end of the Middle Ages, literary and hagio- 
graphical works sometimes continued to assimilate the Saracen and the pagan, 
but these representations were perpetuating a tradition that no longer had any 
relationship to what was happening on the ground.” In Saladin’s time, most 
Franks knew that Muslims were not idol worshippers, though a few zealous 
propagandists still sought to disseminate that idea. In addition, the ruling elite 
could not have been unaware of the importance the Muslims granted to Jerusa- 
lem, which was reaffirmed many times during negotiations. It is also unlikely 
that the Franks never inquired about their adversaries’ reasons for fighting, 
though it is true that neither William of Tyre nor his successors, for reasons 
that escape us, ever found it useful to speak of them. 


Designating the Enemy 


The generic term most often used to designate the enemy was Franj (Franks), 
applied indiscriminately to all Westerners, whatever their place of origin. Riim 
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(Romans) was reserved for the Byzantines. The Muslims knew, however, that 
the Franks comprised men of different backgrounds. Richard the Lionheart was 
called “the king of England” (malik Inkiltar), and Ibn al-Athir, speaking of Fred- 
erick Barbarossa, referred to him as “king of the Germans” (malik al-Alman), “a 
race of Franks among the most numerous and the most valiant.” Similarly, 
Saladin’s contemporaries knew fairly well the political situation of the Latin 
states, as attested by ‘Imad al-Din’s relatively faithful description of the crisis of 
succession to the throne of Jerusalem after the death of Baldwin IV.” 

But beyond the objective perception of the adversary and his aims, the 
many qualifiers, epithets, and metaphors used to designate their foe reveal the 
image the Muslims wanted to spread of the Franks. These were most often ani- 
mal metaphors. The Franks, intoxicated by fear and thirst, staggering like 
drunks, were contrasted to Saladin, “like the lion who moves through the des- 
ert, like the rising moon.” The Muslim is usually compared to the lion, king of 
beasts, while the Frank is by turns assimilated to the wolf, fox, hare, dragon, 
jackal, vulture, dog, ape, snake, pig, hyena, fly, and wasp. These are animals 
that cannot be trusted, that attack from behind—in the sura of Joseph, the wolf 
is the beast that supposedly devoured him (Koran 12:13, 14, and 17)—and which 
are held in contempt as venomous, scavenging, predatory, repellent, cunning, 
or quick to flee.** 

Sometimes, however, the fervor of the Franks and their zeal for battle linked 
them to rams, eagles, lions or other big cats, which, when assaulted by the Mus- 
lims’ arrows, rather quickly became hedgehogs, butterflies, fledglings, or sheep.” 
Similarly, descriptions of battles on sea depict the Muslim boats as thoroughbred 
horses, eagles “soaring over idolatry, as high as the Aquila constellation,” or 
crows “cawing against the enemies of Allah,” while enemy ships are called drag- 
ons, snakes, and scorpions.” The pinnacle of these animal metaphors is no doubt 
reached when ‘Imad al-Din, to mark his contempt, compares the head of Regi- 
nald of Chatillon, awash in his own blood, to a frog leaping into a pond.”’ 

The Franks are also often associated with darkness, night, garbage, and 
filth, in opposition to the light of dawn, daybreak, and purity of Islam.” An en- 
tire vocabulary with polemical religious connotations was used to spread that 
negative image of the Franks. ‘Imad al-Din has no dearth of qualifiers in that 
register: seditious, polytheistic, impious, idolatrous, people of depravity, Sunday 
idlers, faithless demons or demons of error, infernal beings, maleficent counts, 


corrupt barons, bands gone astray, champions of deception, worshippers of 
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human and divine nature who, upon death, will populate hell, in opposition to 
the martyred believers who populate paradise.” In a less lyrical style, al-Fadil 
calls the Franks associationists, infidels, the arrogant, companions of the left 
(as opposed to the Muslims, companions of the right), and people of the cross (as 
opposed to the people of the Koran). Balian of Ibelin is even called the “tyrant of 
their infidelity.”*° 

It is an astonishing paradox: in the West, Islam was long accused of being 
merely idolatry—traces of this view can be found in chansons de geste, liturgi- 
cal dramas, and Saint’s Lives until the early Renaissance**—whereas in the East, 
the Muslims, deeply attached to God’s oneness,’ understood nothing of the 
doctrine of the Trinity (a single God in three persons) and accused the Chris- 
tians of being “associationists,” or worse, “polytheists.” These accusations, dis- 
seminated from the seventh century on in the literature of the Muslim-Christian 
controversy, were still very widespread under Saladin’s reign. 


Mixed Feelings 


Muslims had various reactions to the differences in culture, religion, and tradi- 
tions. Astonishment often went hand in hand with incomprehension: “As for 
the infidels, . . . they left their country, . . . they fought army and subjects, be- 
lieving it permissible to massacre human beings out of religious scruple: noth- 
ing is more peculiar than a massacre out of religious scruple! ... They were 
rust-brown, as if fire had burned their austere faces, their blue eyes seemed to 
be made of the same metal as their sabers.”* 

Physically, the faces of the Franks, light-complected, blue-eyed, clean- or 
poorly shaven, never failed to surprise the Muslims and could even frighten 
small children. Once, when Saladin was in the company of his loved ones, one 
of his very young sons burst into tears at the mere sight of the Frankish mes- 
sengers, with “their shaven chins and their cropped heads and the unusual 
clothes they were wearing.”** It is amusing to observe that these differences in 
the treatment of facial and body hair elicited astonishment on both sides. 


Usama Ibn Mungidh’s well-known anecdote is a good illustration: 
We had with us a bath-keeper named Salim, originally an inhabitant 
of al-Ma‘arrah, who had charge of the bath of my father (may Allah’s 


mercy rest upon his soul!). This man related the following story: 
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I once opened a bath in al-Ma‘arrah in order to earn my 
living. To this bath there came a Frankish knight. The 
Franks disapprove of girding a cover around one’s waist 
while in the bath. So this Frank stretched out his arm and 
pulled off my cover from my waist and threw it away. He 
looked and saw that I had recently shaved off my pubes. So 
he shouted, “Salim!” As I drew near him he stretched his 
hand over my pubes and said, “Salim, good! By the truth 
of my religion, do the same for me.” Saying this, he lay on 
his back and I found that in that place the hair was like his 
beard. So I shaved it off. Then he passed his hand over the 
place and, finding it smooth, he said, “Salim, by the truth 
of my religion, do the same to madame [al-dama] (al-dama 
in their language means the lady), referring to his wife. He 
then said to a servant of his, “Tell madame to come here.” 
Accordingly the servant went and brought her and made 
her enter the bath. She also lay on her back. The knight 
repeated, “Do what thou hast done to me!” So I shaved all 
that hair while her husband was sitting looking at me. At 


last he thanked me and handed me the pay for my service. 


Consider now this great contradiction! They have neither jeal- 
ousy nor zeal but they have great courage, although courage is noth- 


ing but the product of zeal and of ambition to be above ill repute.” 


Acentury later, the geographer and cosmographer al-Qazwini, on the basis 
of prior accounts, wrote: “[The Franks] shave their beards, and after shaving 
they sprout only a revolting stubble. One of them was asked as to the shaving 
of the beard, and he said, ‘Hair is a superfluity. You remove it from your private 
parts, so why should we leave it on our faces?’ ”*° 

Among the reproaches made to the Franks, in addition to the lack of 
modesty already mentioned, was dirtiness. It is true that Easterners, like all the 
populations of the Mediterranean periphery, frequented the baths more than 
the residents of northern Europe, for reasons of climate as well as history. The 
use of baths, very widespread from the Roman era on, was even more necessary 
for Muslims, since ablutions before each of their five daily prayers were among 
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their religious obligations. The major cities of Syria and Egypt were equipped 
with very elaborate water supply systems and included many public baths, 
which were important as a place to meet and talk. Upon Saladin’s accession, 
Damascus and its outlying area had at least fifty-seven public baths, not to men- 
tion the private baths.” It is therefore not surprising that the Muslims were 
shocked by the Franks’ lack of hygiene. But behind the observed reality, we 
must also seek an allegorical interpretation for Frankish “dirtiness.” When Ibn 
Jubayr describes it in Acre, for example, he means to castigate the Franks’ reli- 
gious and moral “impurity,” in opposition to the purity of Islam and of true be- 
lievers. Pious Muslims considered the Franks’ very presence in the region to 
be a source of filth, particularly since many mosques had been turned into 
churches. It was the violation of that sacred Muslim space that unavoidably 
made the Franks “polluters.” That image of “impurity” linked to non-Muslim 
religious buildings, though certainly amplified by the Crusades, had existed for 
a long time: even in the tenth century, it had been the habit to designate, with a 
play on words, the Church of the Resurrection (Qiyama), or of the Holy Sepul- 
chre, by the name “Church of Garbage” (Qumama).** 

In terms of mores, the Muslims noted the special place of women in the 
Frankish world, even in the system of dynastic succession. Shocked by the 
quick remarriage of Princess Isabella to Henry of Champagne after Conrad’s 
assassination—despite the fact that she was pregnant by Conrad—Tmad al-Din 
wondered: “Who then will claim the child?... Behold therefore the licen- 
tiousness of that band of miscreants!” The Muslims’ astonishment at the rela- 
tive independence enjoyed by Western women, their freedom to appear in 
public, to move about, and to speak to men, was not new. That feeling, founded 
no doubt on a real difference in the condition of women in the East compared 
to the West, was nonetheless fostered by a few legends. In the tenth century, 
for example, Ibrahim ibn Ya‘qib mentions the existence of an island in the 
Western sea called the City of Women. Men had no power over the women 
who lived there, who rode horseback, fought in wars, possessed harems of 
male slaves, and killed their male children, keeping only the girls. The ancient 
myth of the Amazon women is of course recognizable here. Like the clichés of 
the Franks’ bravery, coarseness, and dirtiness, the freedom of Western women 
corresponded in part to firmly rooted prejudices. Under such conditions, it is 
not so surprising to read Usama’s account denouncing the absence of jealousy 


on the part of Frankish husbands: 
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When I used to visit Nablus, I always took lodging with a man 
named Muʻizz, whose home was a lodging house for the Moslems. 
The house had windows which opened to the road, and there stood 
opposite to it on the other side of the road a house belonging to a 
Frank who sold wine for the merchants. . . . One day this Frank went 
home and found a man with his wife in the same bed. He asked him, 
“What could have made thee enter into my wife’s room?” The man 
replied, “I was tired, so I went in to rest.” “But how,” asked he, “didst 
thou get into my bed?” The other replied, “I found a bed that was 
spread, so I slept in it.” But,” said he, “my wife was sleeping together 
with thee!” The other replied, “Well, the bed is hers. How could 
I therefore have prevented her from using her own bed?” “By the 
truth of my religion,” said the husband, “if thou shouldst do it again, 
thou and I would have a quarrel.” Such was for the Frank the entire 


expression of his disapproval and the limit of his jealousy.*° 


Nor should we misunderstand ‘Imad al-Din’s notorious passage regarding 
the three hundred Frankish prostitutes who disembarked in the Frankish 
camp during the siege of Acre and deduce from it that fundamental differences 
existed between the East and the West.“ The author pretends to believe that 
this is a Western custom encouraged by the church, but he was not unaware 
that prostitution was also widespread in Muslim countries. Whereas the Mus- 
lims took offense at the freedom granted Latin women, Jacques de Vitry, who 
had recently arrived in the East in 1217, was indignant to see that “Poulain” 
women (Eastern Franks were called “Poulains”), under the influence of Orien- 
tal mores, were kept cloistered at home.“ Both sides undoubtedly had a ten- 
dency to generalize a few extreme cases. On one hand, the bishop of Acre’s 
well-known hostility toward the Poulains likely impelled him to exaggerate 
now and again. On the other, the Muslims’ discourse must be placed within 
the context of propaganda aiming to denigrate the Franks on every front: mili- 
tary, political, but also religious and moral. 

The Muslims’ view of the Frankish woman, however, cannot be reduced to 
that of hussy. The women who participated in battles, at the risk of being taken 
prisoner or killed on the battlefield, elicited not only astonishment but a hint of 
admiration: “Among the Franks there are lady knights who wear breastplates and 
helmets. In that male clothing, they leap into the fray, and these mistresses of the 
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gynoecium conduct themselves like the stronger sex. In their eyes, that is an act of 
devotion, by virtue of which they believe they are assuring their salvation, and 
that is why they dedicate themselves to that life. . . . On battle days, these women 
can be seen advancing with the knights, whom they take as their example. They 
are as ruthless as the men despite the weakness of their sex. These women have 
no costume other than a coat of mail and are recognizable only when undressed 
and stripped bare; several of them were taken and sold as slaves.” # 

In the Muslim camp, examples of women warriors defending their for- 
tresses, their families, or their honor were not unusual.** Some even came up 
with stratagems to entice the Franks and kill them. Usama Ibn Mungidh speaks 
of a women living in Shayzar who had managed to bring home three Franks, 
whom she asked her neighbors to kill. The story does not say what means she 
used to attract them, but it is clear that the participation of Muslim women in 
battle was generally limited to a few ruses of that sort and to defensive actions 
during the siege of a city or fortress. As a general rule, they were not seen fight- 
ing alongside the men on the battlefield, and that is certainly why the presence 
of women in enemy ranks so surprised the Muslims. 

In the tenth century, as I said, the Muslims saw the Franks as valorous war- 
riors. That image was reinforced in the era of the Crusades. The Arab authors 
report on many occasions their endurance, their courage, and their capacity for 
resistance. Their assaults are compared to moving mountains, and their bravery 


is sometimes used by poets as a literary motif to accentuate Saladin’s merit: 


They claim to be rich in bravery, but you are richer and more amply provided 
with victories, 

That weapon betrayed them; they did not know how to use their spears or to 
make their sabers ring out, 

And their impious gibberish gave way to silence when that bravery had 


turned to cowardice.** 


The Knights Templar and the Knights Hospitaller were particularly feared 
by their adversaries. “I will purify the earth of those two impure races,” Sala- 
din is reported to have said following the victory of Hattin, before having all 
the prisoners belonging to those military orders executed, with the exception 
of the Grand Master of the Knights Templar, whom he hoped to exchange for a 
high ransom or a fortress.*° That hatred was sometimes combined with a clear 


admiration for their bellicosity. Witness this exclamation by a thirteenth- 
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century historian regarding the mamluk warriors who, in 1249, inflicted a 
bitter defeat on the Franks and took Louis IX prisoner: “It is they who were the 
Knights Templar of Islam!” The Muslims also had respect for the sense of 
honor of the Knights Templar and for their steadfastness in keeping their word. 
During discussions about the exchange of prisoners after the fall of Acre in 
August 1191, for example, Saladin asked that the Knights Templar act as guar- 
antors for the Franks’ oath, “because they are sincere religious who respect 
their pledges.” But the Knights Templar replied: “We will not take an oath or 
give any guarantee, for we fear the betrayal of our own people.’** Those two 
sentences sum up fairly well the Muslims’ mixed feelings about the Franks. 

A few Frankish individuals similarly elicited varied reactions. We must of 
course read with a certain caution the reports that have come down to us, plac- 
ing them within their original context. In 1174, for example, upon the death of 
King Amalric, “whose like for bravery and subtle cunning the Franks had not 
had since they appeared in Syria,’*’ Saladin sent a letter to his nephew Far- 
rakhshah, in which he played on the king’s name (“Murri” in Arabic; murr 
means “bitter” in that language): “May God curse him, may he condemn him 
to torments like unto his name, may he cast him into the blazing fire reserved 
for wretched sinners.””” 

At the same time, he wrote a much more diplomatic letter of condolence to 
Baldwin IV, Amalric’s son and successor: 


This news has afflicted the hearts of true friends, the announcement 
of his death, which we wish were false, that of the just, the most 
powerful king, to whom God dispensed the same blessings as to his 
fellows. ... Our ambassador al-Ra’is al-Amid Mukhtar al-Din... 
represents us, to present condolences and to describe the sadness that 
has seized us after our separation from that friend, and his death. . . . 

May [the king] know that we have the same dispositions to- 
ward him as toward his father: a sincere friendship, complete trust, 
an affection that has been established for life and for death, per- 
sonal thoughts that fulfill all the obligations incumbent on them, 


despite religious differences.” 


The Muslims often complained of what they called the disloyalty of the 
Franks, who did not respect their treaties. This comes through in certain letters 
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sent to the caliph to obtain military aid.” And that is also what Saladin thought 
of Count Raymond III of Tripoli in 1183: “His insincere nature is known; he says 
what he does not do and promises what he does not perform.” The shift in po- 
litical alliances changed the rules of the game, however. In 1187, at the time of 
his alliance with Saladin, Raymond was depicted by Ibn al-Athir as a coura- 
geous individual of good counsel, and ‘Imad al-Din even went so far as to say 
that Raymond would have converted to Islam had he not feared his coreligion- 
ists.* Even Raymond's return to the Franks’ camp did not manage to efface 
completely that positive image.” 

Raymond was a Frankish lord born in the East, one of those with whom the 
Muslims could interact more easily than they did with his coreligionists fresh 
off the boat from the West. Recall the well-known reflection of the Frankish 
chronicler Fulcher of Chartres (d. 1127) regarding the Eastern Franks called Pou- 
lains: “Westerners we were, and are become Easterners. The Roman and Frank 
of yesteryear, transplanted, has become a Galilean or a Palestinian. The man 
who lived in Rheims or Chartres finds himself a citizen of Tyre or Antioch.””® 
And Usama attests that the Franks who “have become acclimatized and have 
associated long with the Moslems” were much more pleasant to deal with than 
those who had just arrived, but he hastened to add that they were merely the 
exceptions.” Of these Eastern Franks, Saladin had a particular regard for Regi- 
nald of Sidon, who belonged to the Garnier family, one of the great houses of 
the kingdom of Jerusalem. Reginald spoke Arabic and took a keen interest in 
Muslim culture: “He was one of the Frankish nobles and one of their wise heads 
who knew Arabic and had some familiarity with histories and Hadith collec- 
tions. I heard that he kept a Muslim who read to him and explained things. He 
was a man of cautious deliberation. He came before the sultan and ate a meal 
with him. . . . [Once] agreement was given . . . he continued to frequent the sul- 
tan’s presence, disputing with us about his religion while we argued for its fal- 
sity. He was an excellent conversationalist and cultured in his talk.””* 

Saladin was taken in by that climate of congeniality, which in reality con- 
cealed a stratagem: Reginald was seeking to gain some time to prevent his cas- 
tle of Beaufort from falling into Muslim hands. According to ‘Imad al-Din, Sala- 
din’s friendship kept him from heeding those who warned against Reginald, 
and it was only unwillingly that Saladin was obliged to face the facts. Con- 
fronted with what he considered a betrayal, the only thing he could do was to 
imprison Reginald in Damascus. But Saladin freed him a few months later in 
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exchange for the surrender of the fortress. The information given by a Latin 
source, which says that Saladin returned half the seigneury of Sidon” to Regi- 
nald, is not confirmed by any Arab source and is probably legend. ‘Imad al-Din 
remarks simply that Reginald, at the time of his release, was well treated by 
Saladin, an obvious sign of his warm feelings.®° That no doubt explains why, in 
II9I, Reginald was chosen by Conrad of Montferrat as an emissary to conduct 
negotiations with Saladin. During the same period, another Poulain, Hum- 
phrey IV of Toron, also a member of an important family of Frankish lords, 
served as messenger and interpreter to Richard the Lionheart in his negotia- 
tions with al-‘Adil.* Saladin had very different feelings about another Reginald, 
this one from the West, the sire of Chatillon-sur-Loing,” who in 1153 married 
Constance, princess of Antioch. He was held prisoner by the Muslims in Aleppo 
from 1160 to 1176. Then, thanks to his second marriage, he found himself in 
charge of the large principality of Transjordan. Few Franks elicited as much ani- 
mosity and hatred among the Muslims as he did: “The prince of Kerak, Regi- 
nald, was the most treacherous and the most wicked of the Franks, the most 
greedy, the most bent on destroying and on doing evil, on breaking firm pledges 
and serious oaths, on going against his word and perjuring himself.”** 

The Arab authors point out that he was already in command of the army of 
the kingdom of Jerusalem in 1177, when a humiliating defeat was inflicted on 
Saladin near Ramla.” But above all, the Muslims blamed Reginald for the 
threat that, in 1182, he had brought to bear in the Red Sea on the holy cities of 
Mecca and Medina, and for his many broken pledges, the most grave of them 
being the attack on the caravan in 1187. Hence Saladin’s oath to kill him with 
his own hands: “The sultan had vowed to spill his blood and had said: ‘To be 
sure, I will see that he perishes as soon as I encounter him.’ When Reginald 
was in his presence, Saladin had him sit next to the king [Guy], who was him- 
self seated near the sultan. Saladin reproached Reginald for his treachery, re- 
minded him of his misdeeds, and said to him: ‘How many times have you 
sworn and violated your oaths, made pledges that you contravened, concluded 
a pact that you broke, accepted an accord that you rejected?’ Reginald re- 
sponded through the interpreter: ‘Such is the custom of kings; I merely fol- 
lowed the beaten path.’”* 

Other Frankish lords also provoked the Muslims’ wrath. ‘Imad al-Din’s 
judgment of Conrad of Montferrat was unqualified: “Among the infidels, that 


man was one of the worst demons, a pernicious devil, one of the most cunning 
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foxes, one of the most cruel wolves, an abject dog, a scourge, a calamity. It is for 
him and his ilk that hell was created.” 

By contrast, Henry of Champagne was looked on kindly by Ibn al-Athir, 
who describes him as a good, wise, and tolerant man, a friend to the Muslims: 
“After the king of England had departed, Count Henry sent to Saladin to win 
his sympathy and his regard and to ask him for a robe of honour. He said, “You 
know that wearing a robe (qaba’) and a tall bonnet (sharbiish) we hold to be 
shameful, but I shall wear them from you out of love for you.’ Saladin sent him 
a sumptuous honorific robe, with in particular a qaba’ and a sharbish, and 
Henry wore them in Acre.”** 

Richard the Lionheart also enjoyed a certain esteem among the Muslims. 
Admired for his high rank, his courage, his political acumen, and his bellicos- 
ity, he was “wise and experienced in warfare,” writes Ibn Shaddad. “An out- 
standing man of his time for bravery, cunning, steadfastness and endurance,” 
adds Ibn al-Athir.°? We have already mentioned the good relations estab- 
lished between Richard and Saladin’s brother al-‘Adil during the negotiations 
of 1191-1192.’ The meetings often took place in a relaxed atmosphere and 
were accompanied by exchanges of gifts. In their messages, the two men 
called each other “my brother” or “my friend.” During a discussion, the king 
of England even asked to hear a Muslim singer. The singer, who was brought 
in with her harp, delighted Richard.” Ibn Shaddad also says that the king 
maintained the best of relations with Saladin’s emirs: “He had made friends 
with several of the elite mamlukes and had knighted some of them. He was 
on very good terms with them as they met with him on numerous occasions. 
He had also made friends with several of the emirs, such as Badr al-Din 
Dildirim.”” 

Others were harsher, however. Qadi al-Fadil never forgave Richard for the 
massacre of the Muslim prisoners of Acre, denounced his “perfidy,” and did not 
believe that peace with him would be possible: “Those people make peace 
when they are weak, and denounce it when they become strong,” he wrote.” 
Richard’s reputation as a great warrior, it seems, won him a place in the popu- 
lar tradition as the “villain” who incites fear: “King Richard’s renown terrified 
the Saracens so much that when their children cried their mothers would 
scare them with the king of England and say, ‘Be quiet for the king of England!’ 
When a Saracen was riding and his mount stumbled at a shadow, he would say 
to him, ‘Do you think the king of England is in that bush?’ and if he brought his 
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horse to water and it would not drink, he would say to it, ‘Do you reckon the 
king of England is in the water?’ ”” 

Over the years, then, the Muslims had gotten to know the Franks better. 
Those Muslims who remained in the Frankish territories encountered Franks 
on a daily basis. The peasants worked for them—as Ibn Jubayr points out (not 
without some bitterness), these peasants were somewhat better treated than 
those who lived in Muslim territory—and Christian and Muslim leaders often 
met for negotiations. The two groups were united by social relationships and 
sometimes even in friendship. There is nothing unusual about that within the 
context of prolonged occupation or colonization. The exchanges remained su- 
perficial, however: the language barrier was only rarely abolished, and the reli- 
gious gulf especially seemed insurmountable. Since the political and the re- 
ligious were intimately linked, to defend one’s land was above all to defend 
one’s religion and to affirm its supremacy over that of the adversary. Each side 
was convinced it possessed the truth and that the other could only be in error. 
At best the other could be tolerated, sometimes converted, but in no case could 
he be assimilated. Nor could one submit to his laws. That is what emerges 
from this story told by Usama: 


In the army of King Fulk, son of Fulk, was a Frankish reverend 
knight who had just arrived from their land in order to make the 
holy pilgrimage and then return home. He was of my intimate fel- 
lowship and kept such constant company with me that he began 
to call me “my brother.” Between us were mutual bonds of amity 
and friendship. When he resolved to return by sea to his home- 


land, he said to me: 


My brother, I am leaving for my country and I want thee 
to send with me thy son (my son, who was then fourteen 
years old, was at that time in my company) to our coun- 
try, where he can see the knights and learn wisdom and 


chivalry. When he returns, he will be like a wise man. 


Thus there fell upon my ears words which would never come out 
of the head of a sensible man; for even if my son were to be taken cap- 
tive, his captivity could not bring him a worse misfortune than carry- 


ing him into the lands of the Franks. However, I said to the man: 
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By thy life, this has exactly been my idea. But the only 
thing that prevented me from carrying it out was the fact 
that his grandmother, my mother, is so fond of him and 
did not this time let him come out with me until she ex- 
acted an oath from me to the effect that I would return 


him to her. 


Thereupon he asked, “Is thy mother still alive?” “Yes.” I replied. 
“Well,” said he, “disobey her not.”” 


z 


In Everyday Life 


18 


Between Image and Reality 


Barring any unexpected discovery, Saladin will remain for us 
a “faceless king.” Thus far, no known source provides us with a physical de- 
scription of the man, and all the representations we have of him were done long 
after he died. It must be said that his contemporaries took little interest in the 
art of the portrait, in literature or in visual art. Illuminations were rare in Ara- 
bic manuscripts prior to the thirteenth century, and they did not claim to be a 
faithful reflection of reality. As for the historical texts, authors generally re- 
corded in them only an individual’s unusual characteristics: light-colored hair, 
blue eyes, an unusual skin color, the nakedness of a clean-shaven face (it was 
uncommon for a man not to wear a beard), a height below or above average, a 
notable defect. We know, for example, that Nir al-Din had very dark skin and 
that al-Fadil was short, sickly, and hunchbacked. But Saladin was not distin- 
guished by any particular physical feature. The absence of description that at- 
tests to that fact leaves us in ignorance about what made him unique. His des- 
tiny leads us to suppose that he had a presence, a vivacity, charisma. Any other 
hypothesis is a product of the imagination. 
His daily life is also very shrouded. The many sources that have come 


down to us are rich in military and political information. They also give us a 
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great deal of information about institutions, cities, monuments, and cultural 
and religious life, but speak more often of the elites than of the lower classes, of 
urban more than rural activities, of men more than women and children, of 
major events more than everyday life. Saladin’s biographers dwell on descrip- 
tions of him performing his religious and military duties. They tell us very 
little about his family life, his leisure activities, his emotions. It is nevertheless 
possible to collect here and there information that, when assembled, ultimately 
plumbs part of the mystery of the man Saladin. 


Prayers and Devotion 


What value are we to grant to Saladin’s religious gestures? Do they attest to a 
profound conviction, or were they intended only to construct an image? It is 
once again difficult to reply to these questions because of the very nature of 
our sources (panegyric) but also because of the inextricable connections pre- 
vailing between religion and politics. Even today, when a head of state takes an 
oath on the Bible or the Koran, who could distinguish personal conviction 
from political opportunism intended to reassure the population and to per- 
suade them that he is protecting the values he says he is ready to defend? 

Over the course of his reign, Saladin performed many acts of piety, accompa- 
nied by all the publicity needed to win the trust of religious circles. He seems to 
have had a real interest in religious science, which he studied from his youth. He 
could read and write, and in Egypt took courses in language and religious sci- 
ence from several great teachers. Most of his letters were composed by his secre- 
taries, but he readily took up the pen to correspond with his family and loved 
ones.” He knew the Koran by heart and liked to hear it recited, requiring that it 
always be done by the best imams. And when his busy days left him the time, he 
summoned the major specialists on hadith to listen to them report the traditions 
of the Prophet. His sons and his most faithful mamluks were invited to these ses- 
sions. His entourage said of him that he had an honest and pure faith, based on 
“proof by means of study with the leading men of religious learning and eminent 
jurisconsults. He understood of that what one needs to understand, such that, 
when disputation occurred in his presence, he could contribute excellent com- 
ments, even if they were not in the language of learned specialists.” 

Saladin, like his father, displayed the greatest respect for the ulemas. He 
never failed to engage in discussions with scholars of renown, whatever their 
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legal school, when they crossed his path. In Jerusalem in 1189, he met the great 
Hanbalite jurist al-Nasih Ibn al-Hanbali al-Shirazi al-Dimashai, who had traveled 
the Islamic countries in quest of knowledge. Saladin asked him, among other 
things, what he thought about people dyeing their hair black. Did the question 
have personal ramifications? That is difficult to ascertain. What we do know, 
however, is that the jurist replied that such a practice was reprehensible.* 

When a sheikh did not wish to travel or was unable to do so, Saladin visited 
him to benefit from his teachings, sometimes taking one or several of his sons. 
In Alexandria in 1177, for example, he dedicated himself for three full days to 
listening to the hadith from the mouth of the famous traditionist Aba |-Tahir 
al-Silafi. Saladin himself then transmitted these hadith, referring to the sheikh’s 
teaching.’ In 1182, also in Alexandria, he studied, under the jurist Abū Tahir Ibn 
‘Awf, the chief legal work (Kitab al-Muwatta’) by Malik ibn Anas, founder of the 
Malekite school.® In 1188, returning from his campaign in northern Syria, 
he insisted on paying a visit to an ascetic living as a recluse in a village; then, at 
the invitation of his nephew Taqi al-Din, he went to attend a religious recital by 
Sufis in Hama.’ 

At home, he enjoyed reading the collections of hadith that Ibn Shaddad 
brought to him. He also liked to participate in the lively discussions of jurists 
and, according to ‘Imad al-Din, sometimes proved to be more learned than the 
jurisconsults present.* During his serious illness in 1186 and throughout his 
convalescence in Damascus, he took pleasure in following the debates of the 
ulemas, though he complained of the incessant quarrels among them.’ Even in 
wartime, he habitually consulted works of religious science. In the midst of his 
campaign against the Franks, for example, he found time to read a work by the 
Shafite jurist Sulaym al-Razi on the sources of Muslim law, with his friend Ibn 
Shaddad. Another time, he asked that a collection of hadith be recited in his 
presence for the cavalrymen, mounted and ready to fight. 

Ibn Shaddad also reports that Saladin scrupulously observed his duties as a 
believer. In the first place, he prayed five times a day, wherever he happened to 
be, at home, traveling, or on a military campaign, and however tired he may 
have been. He never missed the dawn prayer, even after a sleepless night, and 
when he was ill even mustered his last bit of strength to pray once again and 
without fail: “I saw him . . . standing to pray during his fatal illness and he only 
missed prayers during the three days when his mind wandered. If ever prayer 


time found him travelling, he would dismount and pray.” 
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Let us look beyond the panegyric discourse, but without attempting to 
pronounce on the question of his sincerity. It is clear that Saladin wanted to 
present himself as a sovereign respectful of religious duties. He liked to say his 
prayers in a group and had an imam in his service lead them. When the imam 
was absent, ‘Imad al-Din sometimes replaced him. In addition to the five oblig- 
atory daily prayers, Saladin occasionally also said optional prayers and did not 
fail to invoke God every time he woke up during the night. Such devotion and 
fervor led Ibn Shaddad to say that his faith and trust in God were admirable.” 

As much as possible, Saladin observed the Ramadan fast. If he happened to 
be prevented by the jihad or illness, at his request al-Fadil or Ibn Shaddad kept 
count of the days Saladin missed so that he could make them up, in conformity 
with Muslim law. Having signed the truce with the Franks a few weeks before 
his death, Saladin thus made up about thirty days of fasting, against the advice 
of his doctor, who was worried about his health. As for alms, Ibn Shaddad 
points out that, on the eve of his death, Saladin was not subject to them be- 
cause his treasury contained only forty-odd dirhams and a single gold coin. He 
possessed nothing else, “no property, no house, no estate, no orchard, no vil- 
lage, no farm, not a single item of property of any sort.”? That remark was 
undoubtedly true, but it was intended to emphasize that the sultan had sacri- 
ficed everything, including his own property, on behalf of the holy war. 

And yet Saladin never completed the pilgrimage to Mecca, unlike his fa- 
ther, Ayyub, and his uncle Shirkth, each of whom led the pilgrimage caravan 
departing from Damascus, one in 1157 and the other in 1160. His loyal adviser 
al-Fadil himself went twice to Mecca, in 1179 and 1180. The fact that Saladin did 
not perform his duty of pilgrimage is less surprising than it appears at first 
glance. He was far from the only ruler in that situation. Al-Fadil quite rightly 
notes that no caliph of Baghdad had been able to make his pilgrimage since 
Caliph Harin al-Rashid (r. 786-809).” Although many historians have granted 
credence to the testimony of two fifteenth-century authors, Taqi al-Din al-Fasi 
and al-Magrizi, who claim that Nur al-Din performed his pilgrimage in 1161, it 
is very likely that he never made one either.’* None of his contemporaries or 
panegyrists, however eager to describe him in his best light, makes the slight- 
est allusion to it. In the long biography his friend Ibn ‘Asakir devoted to him, 
the author goes on at length about Nar al-Din’s qualities as a devout Muslim 
but observes a discreet silence regarding any journey to Mecca. Conversely, he 
emphasizes the blessings Nir al-Din showered on the residents of the holy sites 
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of Islam and their rulers, as if seeking to minimize the oversight of the pilgrim- 
age, to consign it to oblivion. That oversight can be explained by the fact that 
such a pilgrimage involved an absence of several months, which was not with- 
out risks for sovereigns, whose power was often fragile and contested. 

In reality, it was only after he took power in Egypt that Saladin seems to 
have become truly concerned with his religious duties and to have become 
aware of the importance of cultivating his image as a devout sovereign, a means 
of asserting his authority. But because his battles—first to establish his power, 
then to reconquer the Frankish states—were becoming increasingly frequent, 
he no longer really had the possibility of absenting himself for three to four 
months. The length of the journey, even for those who left from Egypt—which 
was closer to the Hejaz—was commensurate with the difficulties encountered 
on the way. It took the traveler Ibn Jubayr almost three months to get from 
Cairo to Mecca. The most difficult part was not going up the Nile by boat to 
Qiis in Upper Egypt. After that, it was necessary to prepare carefully to cross 
the desert, to arrive at the port of ‘Aydhab, and then to face the Red Sea. The 
waters were infested with pirates, buffeted by unpredictable winds, and riddled 
with reefs. True, it took al-Fadil only slightly more than a month and a half to 
return to Cairo from Mecca during his second pilgrimage in 1180. But several 


times along the way, he thought he was going to die: 


We left Mecca—may God bring it glory—on the 25th day of Dhi 
al-Hijja. There were swarms of corrupt people at that time. . . . We 
arrived in Jedda on Sunday, the 27th day of Dhū al-Hijja, and took 
to sea on Tuesday the 29th. We spent Wednesday and Thursday 
night there. The wind blew us onto an island near Yemen called 
Dabadib, and one of those two nights was extremely trying. I swear 
by God, on that night, the hair on the heads of several of our com- 
panions turned white. They were overcome with despair, wishing 
to be done with it all and to shorten the time of their suffering. 
They believed they were doomed and reproached themselves, then 
used as an excuse God’s decrees, against which no ruse is possible. 
We displayed patience until God—praise be to him—delivered us. 
We disembarked in a desert without potable water or camels. We 
appealed to the Beja people” who live on that coast, and they pro- 


vided us with emaciated camels, which they rented to us for an 
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exorbitant price. We mounted them and arrived in ‘Aydhab ten 
days later, worn out from weakness, fatigue, hunger, and thirst, 
since we were many and our provisions meager. Our desert cross- 
ing from ‘Aydhab to Aswan was the most difficult of all the routes 
we had taken and of all the distances we had traveled, since we 
found water only twice in eleven days. Our troubles could not have 
been greater and our woes as regards thirst were enormous. The 
difficulties are much greater in that desert than in the Syrian des- 
ert, since the route, deep-cut between two mountains, resembles a 
narrow and constricted path. The heat of the sun is very strong 
there, and between these two mountains even an imminent prom- 
ise looks far away. But God granted us His kindness until our ar- 


rival in Cairo on the 17th day of Safar.’ 


In 1179, when al-Fadil was preparing to make his own pilgrimage, Saladin 
expressed his regret that he could not accompany him. Al-Fadil replied that the 
only thing that counted was the sincere intention to perform his religious duty, 
since God knew that the jihad and the insecurity of his territory did not allow 
Saladin to go.” In early summer 1180, after the truce was concluded with the 
Franks, Saladin again spoke of the pilgrimage to al-Fadil, who expressed his 
hope to the caliph of Baghdad's ambassador to finally see Saladin go on pilgrim- 
age. Having returned to Egypt on January 1, 1181, Saladin had three months 
available to go to Mecca, the pilgrimage being in the second half of April that 
year. Did he really think seriously about it? He says so in a letter to the caliph. To 
the governors of Yemen, al-Adil announced his brother's imminent departure, 
once the Ramadan fast was completed (January 19-February 17, 1181), and asked 
them to send money and provisions to the holy cities in anticipation of the sul- 
tan’s arrival. Was it because of the persisting tensions with the Franks—battles 
resumed in Syria in May—that this plan was not realized? Yet Saladin did not 
leave Egypt until May to go to Damascus, where he launched new raids south 
of Lake Tiberias. During the next ten years, the opportunity to go never again 
arose. His campaigns in northern Syria and in al-Jazira, then the fighting against 
the Franks, absorbed him without letup until the truce with Richard the Lion- 
heart was signed in 1192. Then the dream of pilgrimage once more became a 
plan, preparations for which were undertaken. But once again, fate decided 


otherwise: “He always intended and planned [to take the pilgrimage], especially 
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in the year of his death. He confirmed his determination to perform it and he 
ordered preparations to be made. Provisions were got ready and all that re- 
mained was to set out. However, he was prevented because of lack of time and 
the unavailability of what was proper for such a person. He therefore put it off 
till the next year, but God decreed what He decreed. Everyone, high and low, 
knew about this.”° 

Other motives undoubtedly played a role in the cancellation of the journey. 
The tension between Saladin and the caliph of Baghdad was very strong at the 
time. In response to an embassy sent by the caliph to Damascus, Saladin’s ad- 
visers recommended caution: “Write therefore to the Commander of Believers 
to alert him of your pilgrimage and inform him of your itinerary, so that ex- 
ploits of which you would be innocent are not attributed to you, and so that 
everyone will know that your aim is very clear as to its realization.” 

Again that year, in fact, the leader of the Iraqi pilgrimage was Emir 
Tashtegin—the same one who was responsible in 1188 for the death of Shams 
al-Din Ibn al-Mugaddam, the leader of the Syrian pilgrimage and a close friend 
of Saladin’s. In view of that conflict, Saladin’s pilgrimage plan would not be easy 
to realize. Would he not be suspected of wanting to seek revenge? Al-Fadil, in 
any case, thought that the moment was poorly chosen. He feared that Saladin 
would be accused of wanting to disrupt the pilgrimage. In addition, the Franks 
were still occupying the coast and had not given up on Jerusalem, and the Mus- 
lims doubted that the Franks were ready to respect the treaty they had just 
signed: “If you set out on a journey, leaving these regions in the disorder they 
are in, you will be unable to tighten them once they have lost their torsion; like- 
wise for those fortresses on the borders. Keeping them is of the utmost impor- 
tance. Do not have any illusions about the armistice convention, for those men 
are on the lookout for an opportunity to display their might. Treachery is a 
habit with them; they are inspired by iniquity in full measure.” 

To better persuade Saladin, al-Fadil pointed out that the best way to seek 
God’s favor was to fight against injustice. That idea ofa “spiritual” pilgrimage 
in place of the actual pilgrimage was fairly widespread in mystical circles. 
“There are people who circumambulate the Kaaba not with their limbs of flesh 
but around God, who has exempted them from the Haram [Mecca],” wrote the 
mystic theologian al-Hallaj in the early tenth century.” And in the region of 
Damascus, the peasants were suffering greatly from the disorder, violence, and 


oppression imposed on them by the holders of iqtd‘s. In addition, the treasury 
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was empty. In the eyes of the head of the Egyptian administration, the most 
urgent tasks were to reestablish sources of revenue and defend the border cities 
of Islam. Saladin, not without regret, yielded to these arguments; he decided to 
put off his departure and to send an ambassador to the caliph of Baghdad.” In 
early 1193, he welcomed in person the pilgrims returning from Mecca to Da- 
mascus, openly displaying his sorrow that he had been unable to be among 
them.” The sincerity of his desire for pilgrimage is also perceptible in an ex- 
traordinary document found in the archives of the Damascus mosque. It is a 
certificate of pilgrimage attesting that a Sufi leader named ‘Abd al-Aziz 
al-Qushayri completed the lesser pilgrimage (‘umra) on Saladin’s behalf. The 
document is not dated, but it must have been drawn up during Saladin’s life- 
time, as attested by the formula a‘azza Allah ansdrahu (may God strengthen his 
defenders) following his name. It was relatively common at that time for a 
Muslim unable to make the pilgrimage to pay one of his coreligionists to do so 
in his place. Sometimes the pilgrimage was even made in the name of a de- 
ceased person, to attract divine favor toward him.”° 

If all the praise devoted to Saladin’s piety had come solely from his pane- 
gyrists ‘Imad al-Din and Ibn Shaddad, it might be legitimately concluded that 
the praise was intended for propaganda purposes alone. But that is not the case. 
It is also found in the writings of several other contemporary authors. The 
great scholar ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi, who met Saladin in Jerusalem in the 
last years of his reign, depicts him as a ruler who inspired respect and love, and 
who liked to surround himself with ulemas and to participate in their discus- 
sions.” Ibn Jubayr is no less laudatory when he describes the sultan’s actions on 
behalf of pilgrims, strangers, the devout, and of pious and charitable institu- 
tions: “The memorable acts of the Sultan, his efforts for justice, and his stands 
in defence of Islamic lands are too numerous to count,” he adds.’ We cannot 
help but think that, beyond the conventional discourse on the ideal sovereign, 
all this praise had a basis in truth. The devout man and the astute politician 


were ultimately indistinguishable. 


War and Hunting 


Saladin spent much of his life on military campaigns. He was an excellent 
army chief and a true leader of men, always ready to take command of the 
troops. Before battles, he personally inspected the war machines. During op- 
erations, his energy seems to have been inexhaustible. By day, he could be seen 
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leading his army, usually surrounded by his personal guard, but sometimes 
having at his side only one or two varlets responsible for leading his spare 
mounts. The first to fight, he was also the last to leave the battlefield, exhorting 
his men to continue the battle when discouragement loomed. With cries of 
“Forward! For Islam and the army of the true faith!” he galvanized even the 
most reluctant. In 1179, during the siege of Bayt al-Ahzan, he promised a dinar 
to anyone who would help put out the fire in the galleries dug under the wall.” 
It sometimes happened that he became so absorbed in the action that he forgot 
to eat and drink, to the great despair of his doctors, who attempted to get him 
at least to take the potions he had been prescribed. One day when Saladin was 
ill, he told ‘Imad al-Din, who had suggested that for once the sultan let his 
troops do battle without him, “The army will act only if I ride with them, only 
if I watch and observe their actions.” And ‘Imad al-Din adds: “He spoke the 
truth, for he knew his men very well; in fact, led by him, they generously 
spilled their blood, plunged into the depths of the ocean of war, and broadened 
the narrow battlefield to discomfit the enemy.”*” 

At night in his tent, he slept only a few hours and devoted the rest of his 
time to dictating letters and to praying. A few in his close circle were some- 
times invited to share his meals. As a true war leader, he personally passed in 
review the troops sent as reinforcements, offered them a welcoming meal and 
gifts, and supervised them as they set up camp.” 

When he took Jerusalem, he also spared no effort in restoring the fortifica- 
tions. He sent for stonecutters from Mosul and had sharp steel picks manufac- 
tured, setting an example by personally transporting stones needed for the 
construction.” ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi’s remarks are once more enlighten- 
ing: “He concerned himself with the building of the rampart and the digging 
of the moat. He took charge of them personally and transported the stones on 
his shoulder. Everyone imitated him, rich and poor, robust and weak, even the 
secretary al-Imad and Qadi al-Fadil. To achieve this, he was on horseback be- 
fore dawn and until noon. He then returned home to eat and rest. He mounted 
his horse again in the afternoon and came back only in the evening. He later 
spent the major part of the night planning what he would do the next day.” 

Between wars, Saladin also liked hunting, a sport highly valued by emirs and 
princes at the time. It had the triple advantage of offering those who practiced it 
a leisure activity, an equestrian exercise adapted to military activities, and train- 
ing in courage. What kind of prey did they hunt at the time? All, or almost 
all: partridges, francolins, quail, cranes, ring doves, wild pigeons, bustards, 
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hares, boars, gazelles, roe deer, onagers, and lions, all aptly described in the 
scenes of hunting written by Usama Ibn Mungidh.** Saladin went hunting every 
time he had the chance. He found a great deal of pleasure and relaxation in the 
activity. ‘Imad al-Din notes that he would return from the hunt, “his face gleam- 
ing with joy.” In 1178, while besieging the city of Baalbek, where Emir Ibn al- 
Mugaddam had rebelled, Saladin went hunting every morning. During the long 
siege of Acre in 1190, the Franks took advantage of one of his hunting parties to 
attack the Muslim camp.” During the rare months of rest that he granted him- 
self during his reign, and up to the eve of his death, he hunted a great deal in the 
region of Damascus in the company of his close circle. 

Like most of his contemporaries, Saladin particularly enjoyed falconry. 
‘Imad al-Din asked him one day if Saladin would do him the favor of giving him 
one of the sultan’s peregrine falcons, which was reputed for its prowess. Saladin 
told him: “You're made for the pen and for administrative offices [diwan], what 
need do you have for goshawks and falcons?” ‘Imad al-Din jokingly replied, 
“Then let it be mine, and all the game it captures with my master will belong to 
me.” Saladin agreed, and the next morning sent his secretary the seventeen 
birds the falcon had taken in a single hunt. That falcon remained ‘Imad al-Din’s 
property for five or six years, and every time Saladin took it hunting, the game 
was brought back to his secretary.” 

Polo was another equestrian exercise of which Saladin was very fond, as 
his father had been. Nir al-Din also often engaged in it, even at night by torch- 
light.’ Most of the major Syrian and Iraqi cities were equipped with hippo- 
dromes, in which princes and their emirs engaged in their favorite sport. These 
same hippodromes were also used for parades and more military exercises. 
Foreign embassies sometimes employed them as places to set up their camps, 
and the Muslims assembled troops there before battle. Even during his mili- 
tary campaigns, Saladin liked to indulge in a few moments of relaxation play- 
ing polo, as he did in Harran in 1185, before going to lay siege to Mosul.” Ibn 
Jubayr tells us that Saladin’s sons also played more than one sport. They trained 


every evening in archery, equestrian exercises, and polo.*° 


Among His Friends and Loved Ones 


Saladin also found relaxation among his friends and family. With them, he 
liked to listen to songs, play chess, and hear tales of the world’s wonders and 
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curiosities. His general culture allowed him to hold enjoyable conversations, 
during which, as Ibn Shaddad tells us, he always paid attention to his interlocu- 
tors and did not much like to speak ill of people. When he wanted to bring 
these gatherings to an end, he simply stood up and went off to pray. Often at 
the end of the day, he sent for ‘Imad al-Din, to whom he dictated letters, which 
his secretary then wrote up during the night, so that he could present them to 
the sultan in the early morning. 

Saladin very much liked poetry and history. ‘Imad al-Din portrays him in 
Cairo in 1177, visiting the pyramids of Giza and discussing their history by 
moonlight.“ The sultan liked to hear poetry recited and wrote a little of his 
own from time to time. Among his favorite collections was one by Usama Ibn 
Mungidh, whose son, Murhaf, had given Saladin a copy.* The sultan’s victories 
were celebrated in verse, which the poets of his court came to declaim in his 
presence. Some sent their poems to him through his entourage, as, for exam- 
ple, the Egyptian poet Ibn Sana al-Mulk, a great friend and admirer of Qadi al- 
Fadil. That poet’s writings in honor of Saladin exalted the glorious defender of 
Islam, inspired by God: 


I do not know for what victory you must be congratulated, O you who 
provided Islam with what it desired... . 

You took possession of paradise, palace by palace, in conquering Syria 
fortress by fortress, 

Islam spread its blessings on all creatures, but it is you who glorified it. . . . 

You have a right to praise that rises higher than the heavens and to a glory 
erected above spears. ... 

You bore the ordeals of war, waged for the love of God; must not the lover 
always suffer ordeals? 

You stood erect in the darkness of battle, shining like the moon, as the moon 
rose slowly in the night. 

You never showed yourself in battle without looking, O Yusuf, as handsome 
as Joseph. ... 

You possess the lands of sunrise and sunset, you dominate the horizons, the 
plains, and the steppes; 

No description can attain the height of your grandeur: what word to use, 
what idea to express? 

God said: Obey him. We have heard His call and have obeyed.** 
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Poetry sessions were not devoted exclusively to heaping laurels on the sul- 
tan; they could also turn toward amusement or jesting. Once, for example, 
‘Imad al-Din arranged for a poem containing Persian and Arabic words inter- 
mixed to be read aloud before the sultan, which made the audience laugh a 
great deal.“ As usual, Saladin generously compensated the poet. 

Not only panegyrists but also satirists sometimes let their ink flow, and they 
displayed surprising freedom in both tone and content. Satirical poetry (hija) 
was widespread in the Middle East, from pre-Islamic times onward. Most often, 
it took as its target the adversary’s honor, seeking above all to disconcert or hu- 
miliate him. The Prophet, himself a victim of such poetry, strongly encouraged 
poets to take aim at unbelievers. He said that the shots they fired did more harm 
than real arrows. The prevalence of smutty hija’s, which emerged in the eighth 
century, dropped appreciably in the following one—even as smut was intro- 
duced into prose—then enjoyed another boom in the tenth. The most wide- 
spread themes were avarice, narrow-mindedness, incompetence, humble birth, 
homosexuality, and any form of unbridled sexuality.*° 

Two men in Saladin’s court distinguished themselves in that literary 
genre. Without ever attacking the sultan directly, they aimed their assaults at 
his closest circle. The first of these poets was al-Wahrani. A native of Oran, he 
lived for a time at Saladin’s court in Egypt, before moving to Damascus, where 
he died in 1179. He was noted for his letters, histories (maqāmāt), and accounts 
of dreams that violently satirized his enemies, some of them highly placed at 
the Ayyubid court. In particular, he attacked ‘Imad al-Din, mocking his sup- 
posed homosexual proclivities. But that was not all—far from it. Al-Wahrani's 
writings include descriptions of orgies at which people drink wine from sing- 
ers’ navels, while the host runs stark naked after his guests, barking like a dog. 
It was also al-Wahrani who attacked Ibn Abi ‘Asriin, chief qādī of Damascus, 
whom he accused of heresy, among other things. He also castigated the ava- 
rice, incompetence, and stupidity of the chief qadi of Cairo, Sadr al-Din Ibn 
Durbas. He reproached that qadi for having named, in the localities of Egypt, 
Kurdish qadis—donkey and cattle thieves—and he behaved very rudely to- 
ward Saladin’s nephew Taqi al-Din ‘Umar. Rather than go on jihad, al-Wahrani 
told Taqi al-Din in substance, remain in the company of the courtesans of Da- 
mascus, Mosul, or Aleppo, and place your forgiveness in the hands of God. He 
went so far in his provocations that Saladin ultimately accused him of heresy. 


The satirist fiercely defended himself, claiming that he scrupulously respected 
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all his duties as a believer, to which the sultan replied: “Even if I saw you walk 
on water, I could not see you as anything but a heretic.” Through al-Wahrani’s 
grievances (he complained of having been dispossessed of the things Saladin 
had given him), the whole milieu of courtiers comes into view: they might en- 
joy the sultan’s favors one day and then lose them the next. Never safe from 
exile or the seizure of their property, courtiers had to be adroit to maintain 
their position, to keep their possessions and, in the absence of the sultan’s di- 
rect protection, to remain well integrated within his close circle.” 

The Damascene poet Ibn ‘Unayn went even further than al-Wahrani.** In a 
poem titled Miqrād al-a‘rad (Scissors of honor), he began by mocking the vanity 
of Saladin’s doctors, al-Muwaffag Ibn al-Mutran and al-Rahbi. Ibn al-Mutran, 
who hated him and urged the sultan to exile him, was one of Ibn “Unayn’s fa- 
vorite targets. The poet accused him of being sexually attracted to ‘Umar, a 
handsome young man who followed him everywhere. He could not find words 
harsh enough for someone “who claims that, by virtue of his wisdom, he had 
learned the art of medicine from Hippocrates, even though he is the most vile 
of those who tread this earth and the one who most merits curses and in- 
sults. . . . His existence itself is a satire of existence.” Qadi Ibn Abi ‘Asriin and 
al-Dawla‘l, preacher in the Great Mosque of Damascus, were also subjected to 
abuse. Al-Dawla'l was accused of leading prayer in a state of ritual impurity, of 
exhausting his audience with his interminable sermons until they fled, and, 
even worse, of bringing bad luck to those in attendance.” Saladin’s Egyptian 
companions, who had followed him to Damascus, were compared to their for- 
mer black enemies: “If I were black with a head like an elephant, bulky fore- 
arms and a huge penis, then you would see to my needs, but as it is, I am 
white.”*' Nor was the family of the great traditionist Ibn ‘Asakir spared. His 
nephew Taj al-Umana’—in charge for a time of the diwdn of the army—was 
nicknamed khara bi-dibs (excrement with dibs) by Ibn ‘Unayn, who was careful 
to explain that the dibs (a sort of syrup obtained from grape or date juice) was 
only an ornament. He took humiliation to the extreme by mocking his target's 
name: since Ibn ‘Asakir literally means “Son of the Armies,” the satirist sug- 
gested that any soldier could be his father.” But it may have been al-Fadil who 
had to suffer the most virulence from Ibn “Unayn, who called him “the hunch- 
back” and compared his head to a rat coming out of its hole. He accused al- 
Fadil of feigning chastity and fear of God, while thinking only of fornicating 
with his black male slaves: “His prostrations extend into the dark of night, only 
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so that his black slaves will bend over him. . . . Death to the man who said that 
the hump on his back is a pregnancy imputable to his slaves.” ‘Ibn ‘Unayn was 
merciless toward al-Fadil, even accusing him of fornicating with dogs.” Sala- 
din finally lost patience with this poet, who dared write, “Our sultan is crip- 
pled, his secretary bleary-eyed, and his vizier hunchbacked.”* He ordered the 
exile of Ibn ‘Unayn, who was not yet thirty years old. The poet then composed 
these two lines: “Why have you banished an honest man who never commit- 
ted a crime, who never stole? Expel the muwazzin [muezzin] from your coun- 
try, if all are to be expelled who speak the truth.”” 

After traveling widely, from Azerbaijan to Transoxiana, Ibn “‘Unayn stayed 
for a time at the court of Saladin’s brother Tughtegin in Yemen. After Saladin’s 
death, the poet returned to Egypt, then to Syria, where he was once again hon- 
ored. He became vizier to al-Mu'azzam, the Ayyubid prince of Damascus, then 
to his son al-Nasir Da’tid. It was there in his native city that he died in early 1232. 

Little is known, unfortunately, about Saladin’s private life and his relation- 
ships with women. In 1176 he married Nur al-Din’s widow, ‘Ismat al-Din, in 
Damascus. The marriage was undoubtedly political—Saladin used his predeces- 
sor’s legacy to his advantage and placed himself within his lineage—but came 
about with the princess's agreement and turned out to be very happy. ‘Ismat al- 
Din was the daughter of Unur, the former emir of Damascus. She must have 
been over forty at the time of her union to Saladin (she had married Nur al-Din 
in 1147) and produced no children with her second husband, who, it seems, was 
very much in love with her. A devout and generous wife known for her many 
alms, she founded an establishment for Sufis in Damascus (outside the ramparts, 
southwest of the citadel), as well as a Hanafite madrasa, to which she allotted 
many waqfs. In early 1186, while he was ill in Harran, Saladin wrote her long 
letters every day. He did not know that his wife was no longer among the living: 
‘Ismat al-Din died in Damascus on January 27 that same year. At al-Fadil’s re- 
quest, ‘Imad al-Din, who was at Saladin’s bedside, had taken care to spare the 
sultan the shock of that sad news, censoring all the letters sent to him. Saladin 
therefore learned of his wife’s death only in March. She was buried in Damascus 
in the mausoleum that she herself had ordered built on Mount Qasiyiin.”® 

Saladin’s two sisters also played an important role in the religious life of 
Damascus. After the death of her first husband, the elder one married her 
cousin from Homs. After completing her pilgrimage in 1187, she devoted herself 
entirely to works of charity during her long widowhood. She founded a khangah 
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(institution for Sufis) and two madrasas in Damascus: one outside the walls on 
Mount Qasiyin, where she would be buried; the other inside, at her home, 
which was converted into a madrasa after her death in 1220. Saladin’s younger 
sister also survived her two husbands. She founded a Hanbalite madrasa outside 
Damascus, where she was buried after a life spanning more than eighty years.” 

Saladin had no wives other than ‘Ismat al-Din, but he had many concubines. 
Like every ruler of that time, he was anxious to assure his dynasty and quickly 
had to produce a large male lineage, despite a high infant mortality rate. Very 
little is known about his concubines, except that there were probably more than 
ten, and that they produced at least twenty-four children, six of whom died in 
infancy. Only the women who gave birth to at least one of Saladin’s sons are 
mentioned in the sources. Two had three sons apiece, and three others produced 
two each. Five or six concubines had one son apiece. When a slave concubine 
gave birth to a son, she was immediately emancipated, in conformity with Mus- 
lim law. Saladin sometimes gave her hand in marriage to someone in his close 
circle, leaving her the enjoyment of her possessions and revenue.” He also over- 
saw the religious education of all these women. The sheikh who taught them the 
traditions of the Prophet was not allowed to see them and spoke to them from 
behind a curtain.® Concubines lived in Cairo or in Damascus, depending on the 
era and the individual case. In Harran in 1186, the sultan summoned one of them 
to his bedside with her two sons, Turanshah and Malikshah, and had a perma- 
nent residence equipped with a bath built for them.” It is not known which of his 
concubines was his favorite, but we do know with certainty that Saladin lived 
surrounded by women, who were also the ones who took care of him and 
watched over him until his final moments.” 

The father of many children—seventeen sons and one daughter, not count- 
ing those who died in infancy—Saladin was assured of heirs, to say the least. 
Whereas he and his brothers were given names drawn from Arabic, Persian, 
and Turkish cultures, those he gave to his sons were often inspired by the 
Koran: Ayyūb (Job), Ishaq (Isaac), Ya‘qiib (Jacob), Misa (Moses), al-Khadir,” 
Da’ad (David), Isma‘il (Ismail). It is unlikely that these names from the biblical 
tradition were chosen at random. They reflected Saladin’s overt desire to use the 
sacred text of Islam as his point of reference. They also evoked the connections 
his panegyrists readily made in comparing him to Solomon, father of David, and 
to Joseph, son of Jacob and grandson of Job. The names of some of Saladin’s other 


sons referred rather to the Prophet and his companions: Muhammad and 
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Ahmad, ‘Ali, Hasan, ‘Uthmān, Marwan. Others recalled the Persian and Turk- 
ish influence on Saladin in his youth: Shadhi and Tūrānshāh, therefore, hon- 
ored the memory of his grandfather and of the elder brother who had died in 
1180, whereas Malikshah, Mas‘ūd, and Ghazi were common names in the 
genealogical trees of the Turkish dynasties.“ 

Absorbed by his many campaigns, Saladin had little time to devote to his 
young children, but he took great pleasure in the rare moments he spent in 
their company. One anecdote portrays him as a protective and affectionate fa- 
ther. The scene took place shortly before his death: One of his young sons, 
seated on his knees, had begun to cry at the sight of a Frankish messenger. 
Without even taking the time to hear what the Frank had to tell him, Saladin 
immediately ordered him to leave. When he was away from his children, 
Saladin did not forget them: al-Fadil never failed to give him news of them and 
to sing their praises.°° Similarly, Ibn Shaddad reports that he consented to sepa- 
rate from them only to wage jihad and to serve God. Tutors were responsible 
for the children’s education,” but when their father was nearby in Cairo or 
Damascus, he personally taught them the essential principles of the Asharite 
doctrine, from the manual that Sheikh Qutb al-Din al-Naysaburi had written 
for him. Then Saladin took pleasure in hearing his children recite it by heart. 
And whenever circumstances allowed, he traveled with part of his large family 
around him. In the winter of 1175-1176, he brought the young al-Aziz and his 
mother to Damascus, and she soon gave birth to a second son. The next year, 
Saladin took his two sons al-Afdal and al-‘Aziz to Alexandria, probably with 
their mothers. 

The circumcision of the boys at about seven years of age was the occasion 
for a great celebration. Saladin’s second son, al-‘Aziz, his favorite according to 
‘Imad al-Din, was circumcised in 1179 along with several of his brothers and 
cousins, the sons of al-Adil. Seven hundred sheep were slaughtered for the occa- 
sion, and sweets were distributed in large quantities. Large swaths of silk were 
spread out under the hooves of Saladin’s horse, and Sufi concerts accompanied 
the festivities until dawn. That evening, the women were also allowed to have a 
celebration, organized by Saladin’s wife, ‘Ismat al-Din.” The sultan not only 
oversaw his sons’ religious and military education but also monitored the 
people with whom they associated. For example, he once forbade al-Aziz from 
continuing to see a musician slave woman, who Saladin thought was distracting 


his son from his duties.” 
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Early on, the princes were trained in the art of war. In 1191, outside the be- 
sieged city of Acre, his youngest sons, al-Ashraf Muhammad (eleven or twelve 
years old at the time) and al-Mu‘azzam Tiranshah (ten years old), and their 
cousin al-Salih Isma‘il, the son of al-Adil, witnessed battles, so that they would 
become accustomed to war and would train themselves in “handling the saber 
and the spear.’” Saladin’s children once even asked him for permission to exe- 
cute a prisoner, but Saladin refused, believing them too young to distinguish 
between the death of an infidel and that of a Muslim. It was between the age of 
fifteen and seventeen that his eldest sons began to take part in battles. Al-Afdal 
first took up arms under the leadership of his father in Hattin at the age of seven- 
teen. With youthful high spirits, he cried out for joy at the first retreat of the 
Franks, an enthusiasm that his father ordered him to curb so long as the battle 
was not over. As for al-‘Aziz, at the age of fifteen he came to join his father after 
the taking of Ascalon and witnessed the capture of Jerusalem.” Al-Zahir Ghazi 
also played an important role in battles against the Franks when he was only fif- 
teen, in northern Syria in 1188. In 1191, two other sons, al-Mu'izz Ishaq (at sixteen 
years old) and Najm al-Din Mas ‘td (seventeen years old), participated in the fight- 
ing outside the walls of Acre.” 

Since the last years of his life were largely devoted to war against the Franks, 
Saladin did not have much time to devote to his sons’ political education. But 
the recommendations he gave to al-Zahir in Jerusalem in October 1192 reflect 
fairly well some of the major principles that guided his reign, somewhat ideal- 
ized no doubt by his approaching death and by Ibn Shaddad, who witnessed the 
conversation. Saladin exhorted his son to display continually fear and respect 
for God, to avoid bloodshed, to favor persuasion and negotiation, to concern 
himself with the good of his subjects, and to treat his military and civil elites 


well, in order to assure himself of their support.” 


Journeys and Residences 


Saladin spent a large part of his life traveling. Military operations often kept 
him away from Cairo and Damascus, his chief places of residence, but he also 
spent long months traveling from Egypt to Syria and from Syria to Iraq, on 
lengthy roads strewn with traps. Until the reconquest of the Frankish territo- 
ries of Palestine and Transjordan in 1187-1188, and the reopening of the coastal 


route, it took three weeks to a month to get from Cairo to Damascus via the 
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Sinai Desert, Ayla, and Busra, and nearly a week to go from Damascus to 
Harrān in Upper Mesopotamia, by way of Aleppo and al-Bīra. The crossing of 
the Euphrates occurred by boat or pontoon bridge, and it sometimes took the 
army three days to get across the river.” The cost of these journeys, for the 
public treasury and for individuals, was very high, since mounts and provi- 
sions had to be paid for, and often desert guides as well. Al-Fadil spent two 
hundred dinars in fifteen days on the return journey of his pilgrimage, and 
‘Imad al-Din laid out three hundred dinars for a twenty-three-day journey be- 
tween Damascus and Egypt, which is to say, approximately the annual salary 
of a doctor in Saladin’s entourage.” 

Under such conditions, news was often slow to arrive. Word of the death of 
Tūrānshāh, which occurred in Alexandria in early July 1180, reached his 
brother Saladin only in November, in al-Bira, northeast of Aleppo.”* That delay 
was no doubt unusual, but it is certainly a sign that Saladin was relatively cut 
off from the governance of his states during his travels in Syria, and especially, 
in Mesopotamia. Mail delivery by carrier pigeon, well organized and relatively 
reliable, conveyed the news over distances of up to two hundred kilometers.” 
For longer distances, messengers mounted on dromedaries were entrusted 
with urgent messages. They could get from Aleppo to Acre in five days.® Dur- 
ing his travels, however, Saladin had to count a great deal on his brother al- 
‘Adil and on al-Fadil to govern his states. 

Saladin’s mode of life was always marked by a great simplicity. When he 
was traveling, he lived in a tent and often shared his men’s meals. As a security 
measure, after the Assassins’ attack almost killed him in 1176, he sometimes 
had a tower erected inside the camp and—in town as in the countryside— 
never rode horseback unless he was wearing his brigandine.*’ His tent was 
open to anyone who made a complaint to him. Sometimes the cushions he was 
sitting on slipped under the feet of those pressing around him, but he did not 
take offense. His biographers unanimously report that he treated his guests 
like brothers and the complainants humanely and without affectation. Once, 


when he had withdrawn to get some rest, 


an old mamluke, much respected by him, approached and presented 
him with a petition on behalf of one of the warriors. Saladin said, 
“lam tired now. Keep it for a while.” Taking no notice, he thrust the 


petition close to Saladin’s dear face and opened it so that he could 
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read it. His eye fell on the name written at the head of the petition 
and he recognised it. “A worthy man,” he said. The mamluke said, 
“Will the lord then endorse his petition?” to which the sultan an- 
swered, “I do not have my pen-box to hand at the moment.” Saladin 
was sitting at the entrance to his tent, so placed that no-one could 
enter. The pen-box was by the back wall of the tent, which was a big 
one. The man who had addressed him said, “There is the pen-box at 
the back of the tent.” This could mean nothing but “Fetch it.” Then, 
leaning on his left arm, he stretched out his right and reached it. He 
endorsed the petition, and I said, “God Almighty said concerning his 
Prophet, ‘Verily you are of a noble character’ [Koran 78:4]. I can only 


think that our lord shares the same character with him.’*” 


When Saladin arrived in a city, he often preferred his encampment to a more 
comfortable residence. In 1187, for example, after lifting the siege of Tyre, he re- 
turned to Acre, which had been reconquered by the Muslims, and while his son 
al-Afdal moved into the former tower of the Knights Templar, Saladin preferred 
to camp at the gates of the city. It took a violent wind and snowstorm for him to 
make up his mind to seek refuge in the citadel.’ In December ror, it was again 
bad weather that impelled him to break camp in Latrun and move into “the 
dwelling of priests” near the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem. This was no doubt the 
former residence of the Hospitallers, where his son al-Zahir stayed in July 1192.** 

Saladin never lived in the citadel he had undertaken to have built in Cairo, 
but resided in the vizier’s former palace, which was restored after the pillaging 
that followed Shawar’s murder. That residence was situated northeast of the 
former caliphal palaces and was more modest than they.” In Damascus, he re- 
sided at the citadel but refused to live in luxury. In May 1188, the governor and 
treasurer Safi al-Din Ibn al-Qabid proposed that Saladin live in one of the pal- 
aces of the citadel that he had just renovated. At the sight of so much splendor, 
gilding, tapestries, and luxurious cushions, Saladin, then in the midst of jihad 
against the Franks, exclaimed: “What would someone expecting death do with 
a [splendid] dwelling? ...In such a dwelling, thoughts of eternity would not 
come to our minds... . We did not come here to stay; yet all we desire is not to 
leave [this world]; but we rush about only to arrive at [the great] resting place... . 
The aim is not reached in a dwelling, especially when Faith demands its due of 


us [that is, holy war], and the infidels bring adversity closer to us.”** 
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The governor held on to his duties as treasurer but lost his place in the sul- 
tan’s council, and Saladin moved to another part of the citadel. 

The sultan’s austerity and simplicity also extended to his manner of dress. 
He preferred linen, cotton, or wool to silk. Once, when a Seljuk ambassador 
from Anatolia appeared before him, dressed in sumptuous garments and pre- 
cious stones of all sorts, Saladin commented with a smile: “That man is travel- 
ing to have his luxury admired and to make a display of his dinars.”*” He did 
not like excessively luxurious or costly things. ‘Imad al-Din himself was once 
reproached for using a silver-inlaid writing board. The secretary tried to justify 
himself, but to no avail, and from that day forward he no longer used anything 
but a copper writing board in Saladin’s presence.’ 

Saladin’s austerity was not only a matter of taste or a penchant for the hard 
life of warriors. It was also a question of faith. He was persuaded that luxury 
weakened the mind and reduced one’s energy, took one away from jihad. That 
choice became incumbent upon him during his personal “conversion,” just 
after taking power, when he renounced frivolous pleasures and forbidden 
drinks and adopted a devout and ascetic mode of life. That “conversion” is 
somewhat reminiscent of that of his predecessor Nir al-Din, who, Ibn al-‘Adim 
tells us, abandoned his luxurious clothes, abolished the illegal taxes, and fought 
against immorality to obtain the aid and victory of God.* For in Islam, as in 
other civilizations, the image of the devout and austere prince is also that of 
the ideal sovereign. Plutarch had already placed the emphasis on the frugality 
of Alexander, who gently reprimanded his companions, “telling them he won- 
dered that they . . . could fail to see by comparing the Persians’ manner of liv- 
ing with their own that it was the most abject and slavish condition to be vo- 
luptuous, but the most noble and royal to undergo pain and labor?””® Later, in 
the Book of Kings, al-Firdawsi (d. 1020) made Alexander an exemplary figure. 
Aristotle had helped Alexander, through wisdom and moderation, to achieve 
self-restraint and contempt for the world here below.” 

The simplicity Saladin displayed in his daily life did not prevent him from 
receiving distinguished guests with all the requisite pomp. In such circum- 
stances, abundance was the mark of both his generosity and his power. His 
secretary did not have the words to describe the splendor of the reception in 
store for Prince ‘Imad al-Din Zangi during his visit to Syria in 1188: “The table- 
tops sagged under delicate dishes; the walls of the tents rippled under the 
striped and florid fabrics. The meats were seared, flayed, dressed up, grilled, 
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fried, flipped over and over, served and gratefully accepted: roast lamb, dairy, 
food of all sorts, various receptacles, trays, crockery.” All accompanied by rich 
presents: horses, precious garments, and weapons.” 

Although the ceremonial around Saladin was reduced to the bare essentials, 
certain rules were nonetheless respected. A visitor inferior in rank to him had to 
dismount and place his foot on the ground before the sultan: it was only when 
Saladin decided to honor him that he also dismounted to receive him or allowed 
him to remain on his horse. In 1184, for example, when he welcomed the caliph’s 
envoys and the prince of Mosul to Damascus, Saladin joined them on the ground. 
Then everyone returned to the saddle.” Distinguished guests were received by 
delegations, which, each in accordance with its rank, went out a greater or lesser 
distance to meet the guests. Emirs and notables were those who covered the lon- 
gest distance, then members of the royal family, and finally the sultan himself.** 
When Saladin wanted to honor a guest, he took him to his tent and had the guest 
sit down beside him. In principle, the only ones allowed to be seated in his pres- 
ence were persons whom he wanted to honor. The others remained standing, 
arranged by rank.” The placement of tents in the camp also had its importance, 
and Saladin personally oversaw it. In 1190, for example, he had a tent erected 
among his own sons’ tents to honor ‘Ala’ al-Din, the young Zangid prince of 
Mosul. He also saw to it that the Zangids’ tents were set up close to one another, 
and he placed Emir Zayn al-Din of Irbil near his brother Muzaffar al-Din Gök- 
börī, an initiative less auspicious than anticipated, given the profound mistrust 
that divided the two brothers.”° 


Ic 


Saladin and Suffering 


Illness and Grief 


As Saladin approached his fiftieth birthday, he fell gravely ill and nearly died. 
From that time on till the end of his days, his health remained fragile, and he 
often had to show great physical courage to bear the fatigue and pain. He 
seems to have suffered from an illness of the digestive system, if we are to be- 
lieve his close friends, who several times mention violent intestinal cramps and 
diarrhea.’ The first signs of illness surfaced outside Mosul in December 1185. 
Saladin refused to be transported on a litter and continued on his way to 
Harran on horseback. There he was confined to bed, and his doctors were sent 
for from Syria. His condition was so desperate that he decided to dictate his last 
will and testament to ‘Imad al-Din, who attended him day and night. In pre- 
paring to face God’s judgment, Saladin concerned himself with doing good 
around him. He had money distributed to the people who flocked to his tent 
and who lamented at seeing him so ill. The governors of Egypt and Syria were 
instructed to give alms to the poor everywhere. Saladin also asked the gover- 
nor of Damascus to distribute five thousand Tyrean dinars (sari). When ‘Imad 
al-Din remarked that the governor had only Egyptian dinars (misri), worth 
twice as much, Saladin replied that they would serve very well, and that God 
would therefore grant him a double reward. Finally, he vowed that, if God 
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would heal him, he would devote the rest of his life to jihad.” In 1190, on the 
plain of Acre, very painful boils covered his body. Saladin faced every ordeal 


with great courage: 


On the plain of Acre I saw Saladin overcome by an extremely poor 
state of health on account of numerous boils which had appeared 
on his body from his waist to his knees, so that he was unable to sit 
down. He would simply lie on his side if he was in his tent, and he 
refused to have food served him because of his inability to sit. He 
ordered it to be distributed to the troops. Nevertheless, he had 
taken his station in his campaign tent close to the enemy and had 
disposed the troops as left wing, right wing, and centre, in battle 
formation. Despite all, he rode from early morning till the noonday 
prayer, going the rounds of the battalions, and also from late after- 
noon until the sunset prayer, enduring the intense pain and the vio- 
lent throbbing of the boils, while I expressed my amazement at 
that. He would say, “When I ride, the pain goes away, until I dis- 


mount.” This is divine solicitude.’ 


In the last seven years of his life, which is to say, the years of all his con- 
quests of the Franks, Saladin knew he was ill and sensed he was near death. On 
the eve of the Battle of Hattin, he gathered his emirs together and told them: 
“Now the day I was expecting has come. God has allowed our armies to unite. 
I am old and do not know when the end of my life will be. As for you, take ad- 
vantage of this day and do battle not for my cause but for God’s cause.”* Recall 
as well the warning his brother al-‘Adil gave him: “If you die of an attack [of 
colic] tonight, Jerusalem will stay in the hands of the Franks.” In 1188, after his 
campaign in northern Syria, and contrary to the expectations of his entourage, 
he did not remain long in Damascus and departed again to seize Kerak and 
Kawkab, saying it was better to retake immediately the fortresses that re- 
mained in the Franks’ hands, because life was short and death could take him 
at any moment.°® 

He had many relapses before the final ordeal that would take his life in 
early 1193.’ Saladin faced all these crises with the same strength and determina- 
tion, even at the risk of upsetting his entourage. His faithful adviser al-Fadil 


was one of those who continually urged the sultan to be cautious. Al-Fadil 
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went so far as to exhort Saladin to consider the care of his body one of his 
jihads, because the Muslim community rested on him like a building on its 
foundations. Gravitating around him were many physicians, who profited 
amply from his favors. The wealth of some even fostered the image of the 
money-grubbing doctor. When the great scholar ‘Abd al-Latif al-Baghdadi 
came to Syria in 1191, he received thirty dinars a month from Saladin, in addi- 
tion to what the sultan’s sons gave him, and thus managed to earn as much as 
a hundred dinars a month, which is to say, a fortune.’ In addition, it often hap- 
pened that a doctor who succeeded in curing the sultan or a member of his 
family would receive gifts of up to several thousand dinars.” In one of his let- 
ters, al-Fadil himself asked ‘Imad al-Din to make sure that the doctors did not 
argue around Saladin’s bed and that they truly endeavored to cure him, with- 
out any thought of enriching themselves.” 

The citadels of Damascus and Aleppo each had a regular doctor, named by 
decree, who was responsible for caring for the sovereign, his family, and his 


court.” 


But many others were also called to his bedside. When he took power 
in Egypt, Saladin kept at his court the renowned doctors who had served the 
Fatimid caliphs. He also took Nur al-Din’s former doctors into his service, such 
as the Iraqi Muhadhdhab al-Din Ibn al-Naqqash, who was living in Damascus.” 

These men of science, who for the most part had traveled a great deal as 
part of their training, were also often very cultivated men of letters. Muslims, 
Christians, and Jews, they came from various regions, particularly Andalusia. 
The famous physician and Jewish theologian Ibn Maymiin, or Maimonides, born 
in Cordova in 1135 (he died in Cairo in 1204), settled in Egypt after 1166, where 
al-Fadil granted him his protection. Al-Jilyani too was from the region of Cor- 
dova. He was an ophthalmologist and also a poet. When he arrived in Damas- 
cus, he set up his practice in the souks to care for the population. Having been 
noticed and honored by Saladin, he devoted laudatory verses to the sultan and 
dedicated several works to him, including a book on Saladin’s conquests, which 
has unfortunately not come down to us.” Like al-Jilyani, Abū Zakariya al-Bayasi 
was Andalusian. A physician, mathematician, geometer, and musician, he ac- 
companied Saladin on several of his campaigns before obtaining permission to 
reside in Damascus, where he drew a salary.” 

Every military expedition of some distance was accompanied by at least one 
doctor. During the long siege of Acre, not only the fighting but also epidemics 
(particularly of dysentery) took many lives, including those of several emirs 
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close to Saladin.’ Saladin’s sons al-Afdal and al-Khadir fell ill, as did Emir Gök- 
béri, military governor of Damascus, and Ibn Shaddad.” When ‘Imad al-Din 
complained about the shortage of doctors, al-Fadil replied that there were even 
fewer in Egypt and that they were also less reliable. Ibn Shaddad adds that epi- 
demics took many more lives among the Franks than among the Muslims. 
Richard the Lionheart, to cite only one case, fell gravely ill upon his arrival in 
the Holy Land in 1191, and it was very likely his poor state of health that acceler- 
ated his return to the West in autumn of the following year.” 

When Saladin was bedridden in Harran in 1186, his two personal doctors, 
Ibn al-Mutran and al-Rabhi, were brought from Damascus to take care of him. 
Ibn al-Mutran, a Christian who had converted to Islam, was among the great- 
est doctors of his time. ‘Imad al-Din, treated by him in Baalbek in 1185, had no 
end of praise for him. ‘Imad al-Din vaunted the doctor's devotion, his intelli- 
gence, and his expertise.’ Born in Damascus into a family of doctors, Ibn al- 
Mutrān trained in Iraq but also in “Christian” —probably Byzantine—territory. 
He very quickly acquired a privileged place beside Saladin and as a result be- 
came very wealthy. He rarely traveled without his retinue of mamluks and, 
within his luxurious house in Damascus, possessed a library of some ten thou- 
sand works. Three paid copyists were employed there full time. He himself 
wrote several works, one of which, dedicated to Saladin, contained advice on 
how to remain in good health.” To demonstrate his friendship and gratitude 
for Ibn al-Mutran, Saladin offered him the hand in marriage of one of his con- 
cubines, his wife’s lady-in-waiting. Not only did he bestow a rich trousseau on 
her, he also supplied the wedding banquet. That banquet took a strange turn, 
however: invited by Damascene Sufis to attend their dances on the evening of 
the wedding, Ibn al-Mutran did not dare tell them he was preparing to cele- 
brate his marriage. He accepted their invitation and moved the banquet to 
their residence. Dressed for the celebration, his wife and the women of her 
entourage waited for him all night. 

Ibn al-Mutran did not provide care only for Saladin and his family. He also 
practiced his art in the hospital of Damascus built by Nir al-Din—now a mu- 
seum of medicine—where he treated the poor free of cost. He also sometimes 
interceded in favor of his former coreligionists, the Christians. When he died 
in 1191, he was buried on Mount Qāsiyūn near his wife’s house. 

Radi al-Din al-Rahbi (he died in 1233 at almost a hundred years old) was a 


native of Iraq, where he also received his training. He had moved to Damascus 
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under Nur al-Din’s reign in 1160 and set up a stall in the souks to provide care. 
His talent attracted notice, and he became a doctor at the hospital; he also 
treated Saladin and his family at the citadel. The sultan allotted him a monthly 
salary of thirty dinars but did not manage to persuade al-Rahbi to follow him 
in his travels. Opinions about his competence varied. Some accused him of 
having caused Saladin’s death by his blood-lettings.” Al-Rahbi had the pecu- 
liarity of accepting only Muslims as his students, with a few exceptions. Within 
the milieu of physicians, however, many Muslims, Christians, and Jews still 


had regular contact with one another at that time. 


Saladin did not suffer only in his body. He also faced moral suffering, grief in 
particular, and let his emotions show on several occasions. In the Middle Ages, 
tears were not the exclusive preserve of women. As several historians of the 
Western Middle Ages have shown, they were part of the social idiom, accom- 
panying and sometimes supplanting words.” Tears attested to the compassion 
of a sovereign and his capacity to be moved by the suffering of his people. It 
was therefore not unusual for a man, a warrior, even a king, to weep in public. 
Saladin shed tears of pain, of humiliation, of strong emotion, and of joy, tears 
sometimes inspired by the fear of God. He wept first and foremost for the loss 
of people dear to him. In 1183, outside the walls of Aleppo, when he learned that 
his youngest brother, Buri, was dying at about the age of twenty, he wept. But 
he wanted to contain his sorrow, so as not to spoil the celebration that followed 
the taking of the city. His restraint was appreciated by the historian Ibn al- 
Athīr.” On November 1, 1191, upon reading the letter that announced the death 
of his nephew Taqi al-Din, of whom he was very fond, Saladin spilled abundant 
tears, and those in attendance wept to see him weeping, even before knowing 
the cause. But when Ibn Shaddad reminded him that the death was divinely 
decreed, Saladin humbly asked forgiveness of God and affirmed that all men 
belonged to Him and would return to Him. Upon the death of his son, Isma‘il, 
who had barely reached adolescence, Saladin, very afflicted, shed a tear but 
showed no other sign of sorrow. He did not wish to upset his entourage, who 
were then in the midst of an expedition against the Franks.** For although a 
sovereign was allowed to cry, it was also understood that he was to do so with 


moderation. In Islamic culture, self-control (hilm) is a highly prized quality: 


[ 358 ] 


SALADIN AND SUFFERING 





men are therefore urged not to show their emotions too openly.” In another 
context, but for the same reasons, Jean de Joinville demonstrated his disap- 
proval of Saint Louis’s excessive manifestations of grief.*° 

Yet Saladin was easily moved to tears, and his entourage readily alluded to 
them only because they saw these tears as the sign of his sincere humanity, his 
sensitivity to human misfortune. He was seen weeping, for example, in differ- 
ent kinds of situations: upon receiving Nur al-Din’s daughter, who had come to 
claim the fortress of ‘Azaz from him in 1176; upon hearing certain passages re- 
cited from the Koran and the Sunna; or upon welcoming the pilgrims returned 
from Mecca, where he himself had been unable to go.” When al-Mansir, the 
son of Saladin’s late nephew Taqi al-Din, came to join the sultan in his camp at 
Latrun, between Jerusalem and Ramla, Saladin took him in his arms, weeping, 
and “for a good while all present wept in sympathy.” In medieval Christen- 
dom, the “gift of tears” expressed the grace granted by God to be able to cry, a 
sign of holiness and of the divine presence in humankind;” by contrast, in the 
Muslim world, tears were part of the eschatological fear of God. To speak of 
Saladin’s tears is thus also to associate him with a certain form of holiness. 
“When the revelations of the Merciful were recited to them, they fell down on 
their knees in tears and adoration,” says a verse from the Koran (19:58) about 
those that God has filled with his grace. And “he who weeps for fear of God 
will not enter Hell,” wrote al-Qushayri, a celebrated theologian and Arab mys- 
tic of the eleventh century.’ In Jerusalem in 1192, while Ibn Shaddad was pre- 
paring to resist the Franks, he saw tears flowing onto Saladin’s gray beard as 
the sultan lay prostrate on his prayer rug in al-Aqsa Mosque.” 

But Saladin’s tears were not inspired solely by the fear of God, affection, 
or even sadness. They sometimes had the bitter taste of humiliation, anger, or 
despair: in 1190, for example, when the defeated Franks managed to return to 
their camp because the ailing Saladin was unable to pursue them; or, even 
worse, when Muslim prisoners were massacred outside Acre the following 
year.” In July of that year, again outside Acre, Saladin the warrior, propelled by 
the last glimmer of hope, “went the rounds amongst the division, himself pro- 
claiming ‘On, on for Islam!’ while tears flowed from his eyes.’ ”” 

Conversely, he wept for joy following the Battle of Hattin:** “Heads are still 
bowed in prayer and the tears [of joy] have not dried up,” wrote al-Fadil at the 
time.” It was also out of joy that Saladin’s eyes filled with tears on the day he 


was reunited with Ibn Shaddad in Damascus, a few weeks before his death.*® 
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Then, too, Saladin was sensitive to the tears of others. Recall his compassion 
for the Frankish woman who had come to implore him to return her child to 
her: “She was crying, the fire of her suffering blazing, her tears streaming; she 
was sighing sorrowfully, moaning feverishly, choking on her sobs.” The sultan 
“had compassion for her and, with tears in his eyes,” he ordered the child re- 


turned to her before the eyes of the assembly, who were also in tears.” 


Saladin’s Death 


In Damascus, in the early afternoon of Wednesday, March 4, 1193, the whole 
crowd dissolved in tears, wailing profusely at the sight of Saladin’s body envel- 
oped in its shroud.” Immersed in their sorrow, the people forgot the hour of 
prayer. Saladin’s health had been deteriorating for several weeks. He had nev- 
ertheless returned with pleasure to Damascus in early November 1192, taking 
advantage of the truce he had just concluded with the Franks to go hunting 
with his brother al-‘Adil and several of his sons. But three months later, on Feb- 
ruary 16, 1193, Ibn Shaddad, arriving in Damascus, found him tired and with no 
appetite. Saladin took his last excursion on horseback on February 19. In the 
company of his son al-Afdal and a few in his close circle, he went out that day 
to meet the pilgrims returning from Mecca. As the crowd pressed around Sala- 
din, Ibn Shaddad noted with anxiety that the sultan was not wearing his 
brigandine, which he never removed when he was traveling. The historian 
took that oversight, and the fact that Saladin’s fencing master could not be 
found, as a bad omen. 

By the next day, Saladin, suffering from fever, had to take to his bed.*” His 
loyal friends and advisers al-Fadil and Ibn Shaddad visited him several times a 
day. When Saladin was no longer well enough to receive them, they continued 
to come to his door to learn how he was faring. When they left the palace, the 
people guessed the sovereign’s state of health by the expression on his advisers’ 
faces. Surrounded by his wife and concubines, Saladin was treated by several 
doctors. On the fourth day of his illness, on al-Rahbi’s recommendation, the 
decision was made to bleed him, which further weakened the sultan. By the 
sixth day, he was shaking uncontrollably and his mind had begun to wander. 
Attempts to administer laxatives and enemas did not improve matters—on the 
contrary. His entourage were preparing for the worst, and his eldest son, al- 


Afdal, began to make arrangements for his own accession to the throne and 
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asked the Syrian grand emirs to take a loyalty oath to him. Most agreed, some- 
times setting as a condition that they would remain in possession of their lands 
and would not be obliged to fight against Saladin’s other sons, al-Afdal’s broth- 
ers. Ibn Shaddad preserved the text of that oath: “I from this time forward de- 
vote my duty and dedicate my true mind to al-Malik al-Nasir [Saladin] for the 
duration of his life and I shall not cease to bestow my efforts to protect his do- 
minion with my person, my wealth, my sword and my men, obeying his com- 
mands and waiting upon his good pleasure, and then subsequently to his son 
al-Afdal ‘Ali. By God, I shall be subject to his allegiance and I shall protect his 
dominion and his lands with my person, my wealth, my sword and my men. 
I shall obey his orders and his prohibitions. In this my inner and my outer self 
are one. God is my witness in what I say.”*° 

On March 1, Saladin more or less lost consciousness and could hear only 
intermittently the verses of the Koran that a devout imam was reciting to him. 
At dawn on Wednesday, March 4, he breathed his last, in the presence of his 
friend al-Fadil.* Al-Dawla’‘i, the preacher for the Great Mosque of Damascus, 
was given the task of washing and dressing the body, while al-Afdal received 
the condolences of the emirs and religious officials at the citadel. The sultan’s 
treasury was completely empty, so that, we are told, it was necessary to bor- 
row money for his funeral. Saladin’s body was first shown to the crowd, who 
prayed for him under the guidance of Chief Qadi Muhyi al-Din Ibn al-Zaki. 
The merchants not only closed their shops in the souks but also removed and 
stored away their most valuable merchandise, since it was not unusual for the 
announcement of a sovereign’s death to be immediately followed by looting. 

Saladin was buried that same day, in the midafternoon, inside the citadel, 
under the west portico of his residence. His son al-Afdal immediately wrote to 
his uncle and his absent brothers to announce the sad news. The next day, al- 
Afdal continued to receive the condolences of the ulemas, who had come to 
recite the Koran and to pray on the sultan’s grave. During his lifetime, Saladin 
had not had the time, or perhaps the desire, to have a mausoleum built for him- 
self, but he seems to have expressed the wish to be buried on the outskirts of 
Damascus, south of the Hippodrome of Pebbles, on the route for caravans and 
armed expeditions, so that everyone passing by could pray for him. Al-Afdal’s 
entourage advised Saladin’s son to have a funerary madrasa built near al- 
Qadam Mosque.** That location, he was told, would allow his brother al-‘Aziz 


to go pray on their father’s grave without having to enter Damascus. That 
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precaution says a great deal about the mistrust that was beginning to surface 
between the two brothers. But the work had hardly begun when al-‘Aziz him- 
self arrived to lay siege outside Damascus and destroyed what had just been 
constructed. 

Al-Afdal then purchased the residence of a devout person in the heart of the 
city, contiguous to the north facade of the Umayyad Great Mosque. There he 
had a domed building (qubba) constructed, equipped with a window overlook- 
ing the mosque. The faithful could therefore see Saladin’s sepulchre and pray 
for him. His coffin was transported there on December 15, 1195, the Day of 
‘Ashiira’, corresponding to the tenth day of Muharram on the Muslim calendar. 
In Sunni tradition, this is a day of optional fasting, during which the graves of 
the dead are honored, a practice that continues even today in the Maghreb.” 
Saladin’s coffin was carried by his former mamluks, his servants, and members 
of his entourage, with al-Afdal leading the procession. Having left the citadel by 
the eastern gate, the cortege entered the Great Mosque by the western gate, 
known as the Gate of the Post (Bab al-Barid). The coffin was then set down on 
the threshold to the main door of the prayer hall,** where Chief Qadi Muhyi 
al-Din Ibn al-Zaki uttered a prayer. It was then transported into its mausoleum, 
where it remains to this day. Some sources claim that Saladin was buried with 
his sword, a symbol of the jihad and of his battles against the Franks. Al-Fadil is 
even reported to have said: “He will rely on that sword to enter paradise.” 

His mausoleum, to which many pilgrims and visitors flock even now, is a 
small, square, domed building. Against the east wall of the edifice once stood 
al-“Aziziyya madrasa, which al-Aziz ordered built after he seized Damascus in 
June 1196. It is likely that he chose that place with the intention of adding his 
name to that of his father and of thus benefiting from the students’ prayers.*° 
All that remains of the madrasa today is the arch of the north twan. The 
stained-glass windows set in plaster and the faience facing that can be seen in- 
side the mausoleum date to the seventeenth century. Two cenotaphs sit side by 
side there. The older one, in sculpted walnut with a geometric and floral motif, 
dates in great part to the Ayyubid period.“ The second cenotaph, in white 
marble, is much more recent, and it is this one that the German emperor Wil- 
liam II arranged to have restored after his visit to Damascus in 1898. 

It took two weeks for the news of Saladin’s death to reach Baghdad. A few 
months later, al-Afdal sent an embassy to the caliph to obtain his investiture 


and recognition that al-Afdal was his father’s legitimate heir. In tribute to the 
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caliph, al-Afdal sent him Saladin’s war equipment (sword, coat of mail, horse), 
along with many gifts and a letter, in which he gave a long panegyric of the 
sultan, rendered in ‘Imad al-Din’s words: 


Throughout his lifetime and until the hour of his death, my blessed 
father, the valiant, the just, the destroyer of idolatry, held fast on the 
field of zealotry, wholeheartedly expended all his efforts to perform 
the obligations of holy war, exhausted his wealth for acts that earned 
him your august favors, labored with all his strength at works of 
faith, which surely guided his gaze and understanding. . . . Egypt— 
what am I saying? the whole world—was witness to his zeal for holy 
war; mountains and plains were all one where his actions were con- 
cerned. Jerusalem was one of his conquests, and the kingship of this 
world was one of the results of his resolution... . It was he who 
subjugated the infidel princes and placed a chain around their necks; 
it was he who captured the fiends of idolatry and bound them with 
heavy bonds; who subdued the worshippers of the Cross and broke 
their backs; who unified the Believers, preserved them, and put 
their affairs in order; who closed our borders, directing our affairs 
with a sure hand; humiliated every enemy outside your august 
House; and protected it from the arms of every impudent man... . 
When Allah called him home, his justice reigned everywhere, his 
authority was respected. He had laid down his burden, and his 
works were linked to the good. . . . He left behind no unsettled busi- 
ness, no untrod path. ... When he left the world here below, he was 
scrupulously placed under the imam’s obedience; he set off for his 


eternal rest, taking with him the recompense for his loyalty.** 


Governance 


Guardian of the Faith 


An earthquake, larger in scale than the one felt in 1755, upended 
most of the cities of Syria and of that little state of Jerusalem; in a 
hundred places, the earth swallowed up animals and men. In ser- 
mons, the Turks were told that God was punishing the Christians; 
the Christians, that God was declaring himself against the Turks; 
and all continued to fight on the debris of Syria. 


Voltaire, Essai sur les moeurs, chap. 56, “On Saladin” 


In medieval societies, natural catastrophes and military de- 
feats were generally seen as retribution sent from God to punish men for their 
sins, and victories as so many rewards for their good actions. Was the responsi- 
bility of the ruling powers alleviated as a result? No, for it was incumbent on 
them to govern well, in order to attract divine favor. The first duty of a Muslim 
ruler was to defend Islam. He therefore needed to be wholly in the service of 
God, of God’s messenger the Prophet, and of the Prophet’s successor, the ca- 
liph. In the interest of his subjects, the ruler had to spread justice, peace, and 
prosperity. Did Saladin conform to that model of good governance? Did he 
succeed in assuming his dual task: imposing Islamic law on one hand, and, on 
the other, finding a balance between his battles against the Zangids and Franks, 
the pacification of his own states, and the guarantee of well-being that his sub- 


jects expected? 


GOVERN AN CE 





In the realm of religion, the works of a Sunni sovereign such as Saladin 
could be performed in many ways. First and foremost, he had to set an example 
regarding the practice of his faith. In addition, he had to foster the spread of 
Islamic law, attend to its application, defend religious institutions and holy 


places, and, finally, fight every form of heresy. 


Saladin, Redresser of Wrongs 


Saladin strove as much as possible to observe his duties as a believer. He also 
attempted, with greater or lesser success, to extend respect for Islamic law to 
his territory as a whole. The measures he took each time a city fell into his 
hands were significant in that regard. In 1171, following the death of the Fatimid 
caliph, he eliminated all the illegal taxes (mukis) levied in the Egyptian capital. 
In Islam, the only canonical taxes are the zakdt, the alms paid by all Muslims 
on income above a certain level; the khardj, a property tax on certain lands; and 
the jizya, a capitation imposed on non-Muslims. All other taxes, especially the 
many artisanal and commercial taxes levied on certain activities and on the 
circulation and sale of merchandise, were considered illegal and were on prin- 
ciple prohibited. They were often tolerated, however, because they brought in 
large revenues to the state. Their suppression by a sovereign therefore indi- 
cated his desire to apply religious law strictly. In doing so, he also enjoyed a 
boost in popularity. At the time Saladin eliminated them, these illegal taxes 
collected in the urban area of Cairo amounted to several hundred thousand 
dinars a year, a considerable sum and a patent sign of the active life of the capi- 
tal.’ The application of that measure went hand in hand with Saladin’s personal 
“conversion”; according to his entourage, he gave up alcoholic beverages and 
frivolous amusements and adopted a pious and devout attitude. No doubt he 
was seeking thereby to mark a break from the preceding Fatimid period and to 
style himself the instigator of a new way, like Nir al-Din, who had imposed the 
same rules in Syria.* When Saladin entered Damascus a few months after his 
predecessor's death, he suppressed the illegal taxes, which had just been rees- 
tablished there, and, to seal his image as a pious sovereign, went to pray in the 
Umayyad Great Mosque.’ During his campaigns in al-Jazira and northern Syria, 
in 1182 and 1183, he suppressed the mukis in all the cities he succeeded in 
conquering—Aleppo in particular—and let that fact be widely known, inside 


and outside his territories. 
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Nevertheless, that image as redresser of wrongs was not disseminated by 
everyone. Al-Subki, the great fourteenth-century Shafite jurist, suggests that 
Saladin made up his mind to abolish certain illegal practices only under pres- 
sure from the intransigent jurists. Al-Subki thus recounts that, shortly before 
the Battle of Ramla against the Franks in 1177, Sheikh al-Khubtshani, an iras- 
cible man, came to greet Saladin, asking him to suppress several noncanonical 
taxes. Not having obtained satisfaction, the sheikh made a prediction to the 
sultan that God would send him a defeat. Overcome by anger, he even went so 
far as to strike the sultan with his staff, so hard that Saladin lost his galansuwa 
(a sort of skullcap worn by the sultan and members of the military). After his 
rout by the Franks, Saladin is said to have returned to kiss the sheikh’s hand 
and acknowledged his error. Al-Subki also says that, one day, al-Khubtshani 
accused Saladin’s nephew Taqi al-Din “Umar of possessing warehouses of alco- 
holic beverages. Saladin is reported to have told Taqi al-Din: “We are powerless 
against that sheikh, so give him satisfaction.”* 

Other indications allow us to affirm that it was not always easy to bring the 
population around to greater virtue. In 1178-1179, for example, al-Fadil gave a 
very somber picture of all the reprehensible practices still common in Egypt 
(prostitution, usury, illicit gain) and the measures that had been taken to stop 
them. He also said that al-‘Adil, having summoned one of his governors to give 
him Saladin’s instructions and to reprimand him sharply, had been met with 
this response: “If the reed were straight, its shadow would not be crooked. If 
you abstained, others would also abstain. But you are an obstacle to their being 
condemned, because you participate.” 

That anecdote can of course be seen as a sign that the ruling class did not 
always set a good example, but it is also possible to conclude that Saladin wanted 
to put an end to these practices and to see that Muslim law was strictly applied, 


even if the results did not always live up to his hopes. 


Defender of the Abbasid Caliphate and the Holy Places 


The honorific title “Salah al-Din,” rendered in the West as “Saladin,” can be trans- 
lated as “uprightness of religion.” Throughout his reign, Saladin claimed to be 
acting in the interests of Islam and its supreme leader, the Abbasid caliph. In his 
propaganda and in his correspondence with the caliph of Baghdad, Saladin was 


always presented as the author of the Fatimids’ fall and hence as the chief 
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defender of the Abbasid dynasty. Where all his predecessors had failed, Saladin 
had succeeded, and as a result he deserved the gratitude of the Sunni Muslims, 
who considered themselves the defenders of the True Way, or “orthodoxy,” of 
Islam. Similarly, his conquest of Yemen had simply been a war against a heretic 
who had blasphemed by designating his father’s tomb by the term “Kaaba,” and 
who had reduced a large number of devout Muslims to slavery. 

It was all the more necessary to spread these ideas since, in the Shiite circles 
of Egypt, Saladin was reproached for having attacked an Alid dynasty, that is, the 
descendants of the Prophet's family. The satirist al-Wahrani recounts one of his 
dreams on that subject: Saladin’s uncle Shīrkūh and father, Ayyub, are preparing 
to appear before the Prophet on Resurrection Day. They come forward, each 
dressed in two honorific robes (khil‘a), that of jihad and that of pilgrimage. Shirkih 
hopes to obtain a third khil‘a from the Prophet for the conquest of Egypt, but 
Ayyub, fearing that the Egyptian affair displeased the Prophet, advises him to 
remain silent. Shīrkūh replies that they have nothing to fear. Had not the gene- 
alogists demonstrated that there was no kinship tie between the Fatimids and 
the Prophet? And even if there were one, it would be without importance, be- 
cause the Fatimids had neither been killed nor betrayed, and none of their chil- 
dren had been imprisoned. Was it not the Fatimids, on the contrary, who had 
conspired to return Egypt to the infidels? In any case, says Shirkih, there are a 
sufficient number of loved ones and Companions—al-‘Abbas especially—beside 
the Prophet who would be grateful to Shirkth and Ayyib for having reestab- 
lished prayer in the name of the Abbasids. They would intercede in Shīrkūh’s and 
Ayyub’s favor. Ayyūb, unconvinced by his brother’s arguments, again pleads 
with him not to speak of Egypt and to spare him “that headache.” Shirkih obeys, 
and both men approach the Prophet to introduce Saladin to him. As Saladin is 
kissing the Prophet's feet, the Prophet lays his hand on the sultan’s head and in- 
vokes God on his behalf, enjoining him to care for the weak and oppressed.° The 
satirist thereby reminds the sovereign through a dream of his role as protector 
of ill-treated subjects, including al-Wahrani himself in his view. His tale not only 
contains a veiled attack on the assaults made against the Fatimids but also points 
to the importance of Ayyiib’s and Shirkih’s legacy in the legitimacy granted to 
Saladin. 

Saladin, defender of the Sunni caliphate, also styled himself the protector 
of the holy places of Islam. In 1181 and again in 1183, during the attacks of Regi- 
nald of Chatillon, Saladin proclaimed that his troops were fighting relentlessly 
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to prevent the Franks from arriving in Medina and Mecca, while his Zangid 
adversaries were taking the opportunity to seize Aleppo, break their oaths, 
and ally themselves with the very ones Saladin was fighting, namely, the 
Franks and the heretical Assassins.’ That was not mere rhetoric. Saladin took 
very concrete measures on behalf of the pilgrims and emirs in the holy places, 
though it is difficult to ignore the interplay between the political and the reli- 
gious in that realm. In fact, the extension of his influence into the Hejaz was 
also part of his expanding domination over Yemen. In any event, from the be- 
ginning of his reign he established contact with the dynasty of the sharifs Banu 
Hashim, who ruled Mecca, making great efforts to encourage pilgrimage and 
to assure the supply of provisions to the holy cities. In 1174, the region of Naqada, 
west of Qūs, was made into a waqf on behalf of the servants of the Prophet's 
tomb. Wheat continued to arrive in the Hejaz from Upper Egypt, therefore, as 
it had done during the Fatimid era. In 1177 Saladin asked the sharifs to give up 
the exorbitant taxes they were collecting from pilgrims, offering them in ex- 
change wheat and igta‘s in Upper Egypt. That year, he himself abolished the 
taxes levied on pilgrims by Egyptian officials in the port of ‘Aydhab and did the 
same in 1181 for the city of Qis.® 

All these measures considerably increased his popularity, even though, if 
we are to believe Ibn Jubayr, they were not always strictly applied. They opened 
the way to a new policy, which would be followed by several of his Mamluk 
successors. That policy consisted of assuring revenues to the leaders of the holy 
cities in exchange for the suppression of taxes on the pilgrims.’ Ibn Jubayr’s 
account indicates as well that in 1183, Saladin’s suzerainty was acknowledged 
in Mecca.” His name was pronounced at that time in the khutba of the Great 
Mosque, after the names of the Abbasid caliph of Baghdad and the emir of Mecca, 
eliciting the enthusiasm of those in attendance. Other sources attest that in 
1186 dinars were struck in Saladin’s name in the holy city." Saladin also seems 
to have maintained good relations with the governor of Medina. In 1184, the 
coffins of his father and uncle were sent from Cairo to Medina to be buried in a 
madrasa, near the tomb of the Prophet; and three years later, Saladin most 
warmly welcomed the emir, who had come to pay him a visit after the victory 
of Hattin. The sultan even offered to accompany the emir on his expedition of 
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On Behalf of Sunnism 


Inseparable from the defense of the Abbasid caliphate of Baghdad, the strength- 
ening of Sunnism had begun in Syria upon the arrival of the Seljuks in the late 
eleventh century. A few decades later, Nur al-Din gave it a new impetus by striv- 
ing to maintain an equitable balance between the four legal schools of Sunnism. 
After him, Saladin—though he privileged the Shafite school, to which he him- 
self belonged—endeavored to follow Nur al-Din’s example, setting the goals of 
fighting any form of heresy and especially of training a religious elite, whose 
support of Saladin was required to assure the success of Muslim reunification 
and jihad. Thus far, no general overview has been written on the religious and 
cultural life of Saladin’s states. It is beyond the scope of this book to fill that la- 
cuna here; let me simply insist on the measures Saladin took to strengthen 
Sunnism, in terms both of the major religious offices and of religious buildings 
and new foundations for the teaching of law and the hadith. 

After taking power in Egypt in 1169, Saladin gradually and cautiously rees- 
tablished Sunni law: suppression of the Shiite call to prayer; reintroduction of 
the names of the first three caliphs at the Friday khutba; the appointment of a 
Shafite jurist alongside the Shiite chief qadi; the founding of several schools of 
Sunni law (madrasas); and finally, in 1171, the replacement of the Shiite chief 
qadi by a Shafite chief qadi and the definitive suppression of the Shiite khutba in 
favor of the Abbasid Sunni khutba. The Shafite and Malekite legal schools 
emerged the stronger by all these measures, and the number of Shiites fell con- 
siderably. Al-Azhar Great Mosque suspended its traditional sessions on Ismaili 
teachings and lost its status as the Friday mosque. The silver band that deco- 
rated its mihrab, and on which the names of the Fatimid caliphs were in- 
scribed, was removed. The mosque, converted back into a Sunni building, kept 
a low profile until the Mamluk period, when it was restored. The Egyptian 
population, the majority of which had remained Sunni under the reign of the 
Fatimids, had little reaction to these changes, which therefore came about 
without violence or constraint. 

In fact, even before the arrival of the Ayyubids, Sunnism had begun to 
raise its head, under the influence of the Maghrebi ulemas; in the wake of the 
Fatimids, large numbers of such ulemas had come to settle in Egypt. From the 
late eleventh century on, other Maghrebis had settled in Upper Egypt upon 


returning from their pilgrimage. Two Shafite madrasas were founded in 
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Alexandria in the Fatimid era, to allow Sunni personalities such as Abū l-Tāhir 
al-Silafi to teach there,“ and a madrasa was established in Cairo as well. Saladin 
therefore had no great difficulty imposing Sunnism in Egypt, though he some- 
times had to proceed cautiously. In 1173, for example, at the restoration of the 
Qiis mosque in Upper Egypt, a Shiite religious formula was still used at the 
beginning of the votive inscription out of consideration for the population of 
the region, which had remained more attached to Shiism than had the rest of 
the country.” 

Within Sunnism, the dominant legal schools under Saladin’s reign were 
Malekism and Shafism in Egypt, Shafism, Hanafism, and Hanbalism in Syria." 
That legacy was bequeathed by his predecessors, and Saladin set about consoli- 
dating it. Al-Shaf‘i, the founder of Shafism, was buried in al-Fustat, south of 
Cairo, and it is there that he had spent the last years of his life in the early ninth 
century. Hence the importance of his school in Egypt. The cult devoted to him 
had not waited for Saladin’s arrival to develop. From the late eleventh century 
on, after the Seljuks’ futile attempt to lay hold of his coffin and the resulting 
miracle, his tomb had become an oft-visited pilgrimage site. Crowds of Sunnis 
flocked to it, and the mosque next to the grave quickly grew too small to ac- 
commodate them.” 

Malekism was also introduced into Egypt during the lifetime of its founder, 
Malik ibn Anas (d. 795), by several of his disciples, who made Alexandria the 
second center—after Medina—of that legal school. Under the reign of the Fati- 
mids, it was therefore natural for that region to welcome a large number of 
Maghrebi ulemas of the Malekite sect, who strengthened the influence of that 
school in Egypt. Although Saladin, in coming to power, entrusted the office of 
chief qadi to a Kurdish Shafite, Sadr al-Din Ibn Durbas, he remained well dis- 
posed toward Malekism. We know through Ibn Jubayr especially that the sultan 
established monthly subsidies on behalf of foreign Maghrebis, who liked to as- 
semble in the old city of Cairo, inside the Ibn Tūlūn Mosque, where they often 
took lodgings. No other school had authority over them. Saladin sometimes 
consulted with them on questions of law, as he did with the Shafites.’? The 
Egyptian Malekites had their own leader. For a time this was Sheikh Ibn ‘Awf 
al-Zuhri of Alexandria, whose lessons on the hadith Saladin liked very much to 
follow.” 

As for the Hanbalites and the Hanafites, they remained a minority in 


Egypt, though their numbers increased somewhat with the arrival of eastern 
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ulemas.” That in no way prevented the Hanbalites from openly opposing the 
Shafites, who particularly criticized them for their anthropomorphism. The 
most visible Hanbalite personality was the jurisconsult, exegete, and sermonist 
Zayn al-Din Ibn Naja, grandson on his mother’s side of one of the main propa- 
gators of Hanbalism in Syria.” Ibn Naja left Syria to settle in Egypt toward the 
end of Nir al-Din’s reign and played a role in foiling the conspiracy against 
Saladin in 1174. He then became a close friend of al-Fadil and the sultan, who 
often received advice from him. It was he who was given the task of pronounc- 
ing the sermon in Jerusalem on October 9, 1187, drawing tears from the crowd 
who had come to listen to it. In Cairo, he often found himself in the middle of 
the violent disputes between the Hanbalites and the Shafites, the latter under 
the leadership of Shihab al-Din al-Tūsī and al-Khubashani.*? One day, al- 
Khubushani even ordered that the remains of a poet accused of anthropomor- 
phism be disinterred, on the grounds that he was lying too close for the sheikh’s 
taste to al-Shafi'l's grave. 

In 1184, a new conflict arose between Hanbalites and Asharite Shafites on a 
subject of speculative theology (kalam), which Taqi al-Din, Saladin’s represen- 
tative in Cairo, found himself compelled to arbitrate.** The altercations between 
Ibn Naja and the Asharites continued after Saladin’s death and in 1199 led to a real 
crisis.” These persistent tensions and quarrels within Sunnism, despite Saladin’s 
efforts to gather around him jurists of various views, account for his impatience. 
He communicated to his close circle his disapproval of all these legal disputes, 
which he saw as so many crucibles of division and hatred. He even considered 
banning them. On that matter, ‘Imad al-Din recounts that he once had to vouch 
for the respectability of the protagonists in a debate session before Saladin would 
agree to follow their discussions.’ 


When Saladin arrived in Syria-Palestine, Shafism and Hanafism dominated to 
a large degree. Hanbalism also played an important role, especially in Damas- 
cus, whereas Malekism was much less influential. Whether in Damascus, Aleppo, 
or Jerusalem, Saladin always opted to entrust Shafites with the major religious 
offices, such as the supreme judiciary or the position of preacher in the Great 
Mosque.” But he did so without alienating the Hanafites and the Hanbalites. Sev- 
eral members of an important Hanbalite family, the Bani Qudama, who had 
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lived in Damascus since the mid-twelfth century, participated in his propaganda 
campaign on behalf of jihad and in his military campaigns.” The Damascene 
jurist al-Nasih ‘Abd al-Rahman, from the great Hanbalite family the Banu 
1-Shirazi, accompanied him during his expeditions of 1187 and often gave his ad- 
vice freely on questions of law.” In Aleppo as well, the major Hanafite families, 
who were very influential in that city, continued to play a major role in religious 
and political life.*° 


Religious and Legal Foundations 


The number of influential jurists and the appointments to the major religious 
offices give us a sense of the respective weight of the legal schools. The con- 
struction of new madrasas and the appointment of teachers of law were also 
part of the religious policy supported by Saladin. The sultan and his close circle 
had a relatively large number of madrasas built, especially in cities where they 
were scarce.” Recall that these legal-religious secondary schools, which in the 
eleventh century spread in Iran and then Iraq under the influence of the Seljuk 
Turks, appeared in Syria in the early years of the twelfth century. Designed to 
train a religious elite to spread Sunnism and to oppose Shiism and any form of 
heresy, they were associated with one or several legal schools. Their students 
could reside at the school and take training focused on law, the Koran, and the 
Arabic language. Each of these madrasas, which could accommodate about ten 
to forty students, was directed by a teacher named by the ruling power or by the 
founder. That teacher was often assisted by one or several jurisconsults. Teach- 
ers’ salaries, food for the students, and building maintenance were provided by 
waqfs, mortmain properties that were in principle inalienable, whose revenues 
the founder earmarked for the operation of his madrasa. The number of these 
madrasas grew considerably in the major Syrian and Mesopotamian cities un- 
der the reign of Nur al-Din, who was committed to maintaining the balance 
between the two main schools in Syria: the Hanafite school, to which he, like 
most Turks, belonged; and the Shafite school, with which a large portion of the 
population was associated. Saladin continued that policy of constructing 
madrasas, even while displaying his preference for Shafism. He set up madrasas 
in Egypt, where, because of the Shiite domination of the Fatimids, they were still 
few in number, and in Syria-Palestine—Jerusalem in particular—where the Frank- 


ish occupation had prevented them from being built until that time. 
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In Egypt during the Fatimid period, the mosques played the foremost role 
in the teaching of law and religious science: ‘Amr Mosque in the old city of 
al-Fustat, al-Hakim Mosque, and especially al-Azhar Mosque in the city of 
al-Qahira. Alongside the House of Wisdom founded by Caliph al-Hakim (r. 996- 
1021), al-Azhar had become the chief center for spreading the Ismaili doctrine.” 
With the advent of Saladin, al-Azhar Mosque lost its importance. The ‘Amr 
Mosque, which had been damaged in the great fire of al-Fustat in 1168, was al- 
located new wagqfs and was entirely restored in 1172-1173. On its marble mihrab, 
Saladin had the name of the Abbasid caliph al-Mustadi’ inscribed, along with 
his own.” By contrast, the Friday khutba was no longer pronounced in these 
two mosques but was now reserved solely for al-Hakim, the most spacious of 
the mosques, a shift consistent with Shafite doctrine, which recommended hav- 
ing only one khutba mosque per city, if the size of the building could accommo- 
date the entire Muslim community gathered for Friday prayer.** 

As for madrasas, Egypt possessed only three at Saladin’s arrival: two Shafite 
madrasas in Alexandria, built in 1138 and 1151, and one madrasa in Cairo, con- 
structed in 1157.” Saladin’s ascent to power led to the founding of several others 
in Cairo and al-Fustat. The most important was the one he ordered built in al- 
Fustat in 1176-1177, next to al-Shafi'l’s tomb. Was it out of respect for the imam 
that he chose not to give it his own name? It became known as al-Salahiyya only 
later. Saladin allocated wagqfs to it and put al-Khubushani in charge. With the 
exception of an inscription dated 1180, now in the Cairo Museum, no vestige 
survives of this monument, “the like of which,” according to Ibn Jubayr, “has 
not been made in this country [Egypt], there being nothing more spacious or 
more finely built.” The objective, namely, the propagation of Sunnism and the 
fight against any form of heresy, was spelled out in the foundation inscription: 
“This madrasa was built on the authority of the sheikh, the jurisconsult, the 
imam ...and the ascetic Najm al-Din, pillar of Islam, model for humankind, 
mufti of the sects [al-firaq], Abū l-Ba[rakāt ibn] al-Muwaffag al-Khubūshānī— 
May God grant him long-lasting success—for the jurist disciples of al-Shafi'i— 
may God be well pleased with him—characterized by the unitary Asharite prin- 
ciples, against false doctrinal incisions and other heresies. This [was completed] 
in the month of Ramadan [57]5 [February 1180]. 

In Egypt, in fact, Saladin gave a major boost not only to Shafism but also 
to Asharism, a theological school to which he, like many other Shafites, 
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The sultan also had a new wood coffin installed in al-Shafi'1’s mausoleum 
in 1178. He ordered it from a joiner from Aleppo, who probably belonged to the 
same family as one of the artisans whom Nar al-Din had engaged to build the 
carved wood pulpit for al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem.” In thus renovating that 
place linked to the memory of the founder of Shafism, Saladin, like his Ayyu- 
bid successors, clearly displayed his desire to place himself under al-Shafi‘i’s 
patronage. Even in our own time, al-Shafi'i’s tomb is the object of great devo- 
tion, and his feast day, or mawlid, is celebrated every year with great pomp. 

Saladin’s madrasa, annexed to al-Shafi'l’s tomb, was symbolically the most 
important in the Egyptian capital, but it was not the only one or even the first. 
In autumn 1170, while still merely a vizier, Saladin had founded two other ma- 
drasas in al-Fustat: a Shafite madrasa called al-Nasiriyya, built on the site of a 
prison (Dar al-Ma‘iina) south of ‘Amr Mosque,‘ and a Malekite madrasa (al- 
Qambhiyya) in the same neighborhood, at the site of an old textile market (Dar 
al-Ghazl).* In al-Husayni sanctuary—where the head of ‘Ali’s son al-Husayn 
was kept—inside the enclosure of the old Fatimid palaces, Saladin also created 
a place for teaching law.“ In March 1177, in the city of al-Qahira, near the sword 
market (suyif), he founded the first Hanafite madrasa (al-Suyiifiyya), convert- 
ing part of the palace of the former Fatimid vizier al-Ma’miin al-Bata’ihi.” In 
the thirteenth century, Ibn Khallikan remarks, not without reason, that Sala- 
din’s madrasas, so numerous and well supplied with waqfs, were not generally 
known under his name. He concludes that such “secret alms,” that is, alms 
given without any publicity, were also the most meritorious.** 

With the founding of these five new madrasas, Saladin clearly announced 
his program for reestablishing Sunni law in the Egyptian capital, and several 
members of his entourage followed his example. His brother al-Adil founded a 
Shafite madrasa in al-Fustat, probably sometime after Saladin’s death.“ In 1171, 
his nephew Taqi al-Din ‘Umar had moved into a former Fatimid palace (Manazil 
al-‘Izz) overlooking the Nile, which he bought from the public treasury. A few 
years later, when he left Egypt for Syria, he turned that residence into a Shafite 
madrasa.*° In 1174-1175, a Kurdish emir founded a new Shafite madrasa (al- 
Qutbiyya) in al-Qahira.*” Also in al-Qahira, al-Fadil founded near his residence a 
madrasa that bore his name, the Fadiliyya, dedicated to the Shafite and Malekite 
rites. For that madrasa, completed in 1184, al-Fadil named the famous Andalu- 
sian reader Abū l-Qasim al-Shatibi** to teach the Koran and appointed a jurist, a 
native of Alexandria, to teach Malekite and Shafite law. The madrasa had a 
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magnificent library, which reportedly contained some hundred thousand vol- 
umes. It must be said that al-Fadil had recuperated a portion of the books from 
the former library of the Fatimid caliphs, as well as those of the very rich library 
of Amida. He himself spent most of his income adding to it. He never missed an 
opportunity to purchase rare books, such as the precious Koran in Kufic charac- 
ters, attributed to Caliph “Uthman (r. 644—656), which he supposedly acquired 
for more than thirty thousand dinars. It could still be admired in his madrasa in 
the fifteenth century. Copyists and binders worked for him without respite. Un- 
fortunately, most of that library was dispersed a century later, during the great 
famine of 1295, when starving students would sell books for a piece of bread. 
The Hanbalites of Egypt also wanted to provide themselves with a ma- 
drasa. ‘Izz al-Din ‘Abd al-Hadi, a Hanbalite from Damascus whose father had 
accompanied Shīrkūh to Cairo, undertook to build one. He died before its 
completion, however, which no doubt explains why it was never finished.” At 
least nine madrasas were thus founded in the Egyptian capital under Saladin’s 
reign, all endowed with abundant waqfs to assure their operation.” Other ma- 
drasas were constructed elsewhere in Egypt. In 1182, Saladin built one in Alex- 
andria over the tomb of his brother al-Mu‘azzam Turanshah, who had died two 
years earlier.” In the principal city of Middle Egypt, Madinat al-Fayyim, Taqi 
al-Din also founded two secondary schools, one for Shafites and the other for 
Malekites.** In Upper Egypt, by contrast, where Shiism was more firmly im- 
planted, it was only after Saladin’s death that the first madrasas appeared.” 
Although Saladin’s personal foundations were less numerous in Syria than 
in Egypt—no doubt because Sunnism had already gained strength under Nur 
al-Din—the growth of madrasas was very active, spurred on by members of 
his entourage.” The sultan had construction projects undertaken in the Umayyad 
Mosque in Damascus, where the Eagle Dome above the central nave was re- 
stored, the marble facing of some columns entirely redone," and the Shafite 
zawiya, located inside the mosque, allotted new wagqfs.’’ He focused his activi- 
ties as well on the north part of the building. Nir al-Din, having observed that 
the main mosque was no longer sufficient to contain all the faithful, had added 
an annex in 1160 to the outside of the mosque’s north wall. This annex was called 
al-Kallasa, after the neighborhood where it was located, and where lime (kils) 
had previously been processed. That structure burned down during a major fire 
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improved the water supply system, reestablished an imam there to lead prayer, 
and set up a zdwiya for the teaching of Shafite law. Modern historians have had 
a tendency to believe that the building was originally a madrasa founded by Nur 
al-Din.** But all the Syrian authors from the twelfth to fourteenth centuries con- 
sidered it an extension of the Great Mosque and not an independent madrasa. 
Al-Kallasa is always included in the description of the Umayyad Mosque, and 
its imam is very often mentioned, by himself or with the other imams of that 
mosque.” Ibn Jubayr, in his chapter devoted to the Umayyad Mosque, leaves not 
a shadow of a doubt on the subject: “On the north side of the court is a massive 
gateway giving on to a large mosque [masjid]. In the middle of this is a court with 
a large round marble basin into which water continuously plays from a white, 
octagonal, marble bowl set in the middle of the basin on the top of a tubed col- 
umn up which the water rises. This place is called al-Kallasah [the Lime-Kiln], 
and there to-day prays our companion, the jurisprudent, ascetic, and tradition- 
alist Abu Ja'far al-Fanaki of Cordova. In great numbers men come to follow him 
in prayers, to receive his benedictions, and to hear his fine voice.” 

Quite quickly, sheikhs came to teach at that place, and in the thirteenth 
century several prestigious teachers taught there in succession. It took time, 
however, for the name “al-Kallasa madrasa” to become established; that name 
was not commonly used until the fifteenth century." In Saladin’s time, the ma- 
drasa was still only an extension of the Great Mosque, and just as that mosque 
had a large number of teaching circles, so al-Kallasa included a zawiya where 
Shafite law was taught.” It was in the same neighborhood that al-Fadil founded 
a specialized establishment for teaching the Prophet's traditions.® Nar al-Din 
had been the first to introduce that type of school into Syria, on the model of 
what was occurring in the eastern regions of Iran. Either independent or at- 
tached to another religious establishment, two such schools existed in Damas- 
cus and three in Aleppo during Saladin’s lifetime. 

In 1174, Damascus already had about twenty madrasas, nine or ten of which 
had been built under Nar al-Din’s reign in Damascus (1154-1174).” Under Saladin’s 
reign (1174-1193), which lasted approximately the same number of years, at least a 
dozen more madrasas were built, the majority of them Shafite and Hanafite.°° 
Although most were constructed by members of his family or by emirs in his 
entourage, their remarkable growth attests to a religious policy desired and 
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It has always been believed that, in Damascus, Saladin did not build any 
new institutions of learning but simply restored or completed those that had 
been founded by his predecessor.” I have shown elsewhere, however, that he 
was probably the founder of a Malekite madrasa near the Nur al-Din Hospital, 
later known under the name al-Salahiyya.® It is true that the sources are rather 
ambiguous on the subject.” Ibn ‘Asakir attributes to Nur al-Din the founding 
of a Malekite madrasa in a Damascus neighborhood called the “Golden Stone.” 
Other sources speak of a Malekite madrasa near the Nur al-Din Hospital founded 
by Saladin but not bearing his name. Modern historians have concluded that 
there was only a single Malekite madrasa, founded by Nar al-Din near his hos- 
pital and undoubtedly completed by Saladin. Their view rests for the most part 
on the hypothesis that the Golden Stone neighborhood extended to the Nir 
al-Din Hospital, which can still be admired today, southeast of the citadel. Yet 
the indications given by nearly all the medieval sources locate the Golden Stone 
neighborhood, known for its beautiful residences, at the northwest corner of the 
city, between the citadel to the west, the rampart to the north, and the Great 
Mosque to the east.” Its southern boundary is more difficult to determine pre- 
cisely, but it is very unlikely that it extended to the neighborhood of the Nur 
al-Din Hospital. 

It would seem, in fact, that there were two quite distinct Malekite madrasas: 
one founded by Nur al-Din in the Golden Stone neighborhood, and the other by 
Saladin in the vicinity of the Nur al-Din Hospital. Since Nur al-Din also founded 
a teaching circle for Malekites in the Great Mosque,” we may conclude that the 
Malekites possessed in Damascus three teaching sites at the end of Saladin’s 
reign. Attributing the foundation of such a madrasa to Saladin is not without its 
importance, since it means he displayed toward the Malekites of Syria—whose 
numbers were growing as Maghrebi immigration increased—if not the same 
interest as in Egypt, where that community was larger and better rooted, then 
at least a fairly great attention. 

In Aleppo, the construction of madrasas was delayed in the early twelfth 
century by the city’s large Shiite community. Upon Saladin’s arrival in 1183, 
there were nine (five Shafite and four Hanafite), as well as two zdwiyas in the 
Great Mosque (one Hanbalite and one Malekite). Saladin did not add any new 
madrasas in that city, where his uncle Shirkth and his nephew Husam al-Din 
Ibn Lajin had already founded one apiece under Nur al-Din’s reign.” As for the 


Great Mosque, devastated by fire in 1169, it had just been entirely rebuilt and 
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expanded by Nir al-Din, who had also endowed it with new waqfs. It seems to 
have withstood quite well the major earthquake that shook Syria in 1170, since, 
though its minaret swayed, Saladin did not order any major construction work 
to be done on it.” 

Conversely, the sultan granted special attention to Jerusalem, where he es- 
tablished many wagqfs to restore several Islamic religious monuments.” He began 
by restoring the emblematic buildings in the Noble Sanctuary (Haram al-Sharif). 
Three inscriptions commemorating these restorations have been preserved, in- 
cluding one in situ at the Dome of the Rock.” Saladin personally oversaw ap- 
pointments and the choice of religious staff attached to al-Aqsa Mosque (preacher, 
imam, muezzins) and at the Dome of the Rock (imam) and allocated generous 
revenues to them. 

The sultan also decided to turn the Church and Convent of Saint Anne, 
north of the Haram al-Sharif, into a Shafite madrasa (al-Salahiyya). That institu- 
tion, perhaps envisioned in 1187, was not completed until 1192, as indicated by its 
foundation inscription. Revenues from lands, gardens, springs and baths, shops, 
a kiln, and a mill were earmarked for its upkeep. All these mortmain properties 
were confiscated from Frankish religious institutions and purchased from the 
public treasury by Saladin, who wished to mark thereby the private dimension 
of his foundation. The foundation text very precisely stipulates teaching proto- 
cols. The teacher had to begin his classes each morning with verses from the 
Koran and a prayer for Saladin and all Muslims. The law classes were then to be 
followed by a disputatio and could be complemented with lessons in religious 
science. The teacher himself had to do the teaching and was not allowed to have 
a substitute, except under circumstances beyond his control. He was remuner- 
ated from waqf revenues at the rate of fifteen dinars a month, plus a few mea- 
sures of wheat. Jurisconsults, placed under his leadership and authority, repeated 
the lessons to the students, who were obliged to live at the madrasa unless they 
were married. Finally, Saladin entrusted the honor of being the first teacher of 
that madrasa to his friend Ibn Shaddad.”° 

In Syria-Palestine as in Egypt, the Shafite school benefited the most from 
the foundations of Saladin and his close circle, but the other schools, especially 
Malekism in Egypt and Hanafism in Syria, managed to hold on to the influence 
they had acquired over the previous decades. That strengthening of official 
Sunnism did not mean the disappearance of a form of popular religiosity that 


appealed to all Muslims, Sunni and Shiite. The many pilgrimage sites in Cairo 
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and in the Delta frequented by both are a good illustration.” Similarly, the 
Sunnis did not hesitate to participate in Shiite celebrations, such as Ghadir 
Khumm and ‘Ashiira’, which the Fatimids had made official holidays.” When 
Saladin took power, he also hastened to restore, for his own benefit, the prestige 
of the Shiite sanctuary in Cairo, which housed the head of ‘Ali’s son al-Husayn. 
That precious relic had been brought back from Ascalon in the mid-twelfth cen- 
tury, to be protected from the Frankish occupation within the surrounding wall 
of the caliphal palace itself. Saladin enlarged the sanctuary and endowed it with 
very rich presents, thus integrating it, like the nearby al-Azhar Mosque, into the 


Sunni faith: 


We shall begin by mentioning the monuments and blessed shrines, 
which for their beneficence are preserved by Great and Glorious 
God. Of such is the great tomb in Cairo in which is kept the head of 
Husayn, the son of ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib, may God hold them in favour. 
It is in a silver casket and over it has been built a mausoleum so su- 
perb as to be beyond description and beyond the powers of the mind 
to comprehend. It is covered with various kinds of brocades, and 
surrounded by white candles that are like large columns; smaller 
ones are placed, for the most part, in candlesticks of pure silver and 
of gilt. Silver lamps are hung from it and its whole upper part is en- 
circled with golden spheres like apples, skilfully executed to resem- 
ble a garden and holding our eyes in spell by its beauty. There too 
are various kinds of marble tessellated with coloured mosaics of 
rare and exquisite workmanship such as one cannot imagine nor 
come near to describing. . . . To be short, I do not believe that in all 
existence there is a more superb work or more exquisite and wonder- 
ful building. May God in His grace and favour sanctify the noble 


bones that are within it.” 


That place continued to attract crowds and subsequently remained one of 
the centers of popular Egyptian Islam. As often in similar cases, Sunni histori- 
ography justified that appropriation by an extraordinary event, in this case, 
the invulnerability of the person who had formerly transported al-Husayn’s 
head from Ascalon to Cairo. That devotion for the family of the Prophet is 


somewhat reminiscent of that surrounding the Shiite sanctuaries of Aleppo, 


[ 383 ] 


CDV BSB RN A NCCE 





where Sunni historiography turned to its own account the miracles that had 
accompanied the founding of these buildings, to explain the attention that 
Sunni rulers paid them. Saladin and his son al-Zahir went there on pilgrimage 
and spent large sums of money for their upkeep just as, later on, the Mamluk 
sultan Baybars had at least one of these monuments restored.*° 

In general, the pilgrimage sites, which offered a means of expression for 
popular forms of devotion, attracted people of different faiths and for all sorts 
of reasons: because they contained cult traditions, sometimes very ancient; 
because they developed around figures venerated in the three monotheistic 
religions; or quite simply, because miracles ascribed to them were expected 
and hoped for by all. Those sites in Saladin’s states were no exception. For ex- 
ample, in the early thirteenth century, the Christian pilgrim Thietmar did not 
neglect to note that in Saydnaya, north of Damascus, the icon of the Virgin 
healed Muslims as well as Christians; that in Hebron everyone meditated be- 
side the grave of the patriarchs; and that at the Saint Catherine monastery of 
Sinai, “even the great sultan king of Babylon [Cairo], when he came, venerated 


that place with humility and entered it barefoot.”* 


Saladin and Sufism 


Throughout the twelfth century, alongside Sunni institutes of learning, Syrian 
cities had witnessed the construction of establishments for Sufis (khanqah or 
ribāt). These institutions were also part of the Sunni revival initiated by the 
Seljuks and their epigones. Under the influence of the Iranians who had arrived 
in the Seljuks’ wake, Sufism in its most popular form experienced a rise in 
interest in Syria. In Saladin’s time, there were not yet any firmly constituted 
brotherhoods in Syria, but the Sufis did gather together inside their establish- 
ments to devote themselves to prayer and to elevate themselves toward God 
through ecstasy. Music concerts and mystical dances helped them in that ef 
fort, and it was not unusual for important figures to be invited to witness them. 
At first, a great mistrust impelled some religious circles to oppose that form of 
mysticism, particularly in Aleppo, where in the early twelfth century it was 
believed that the Sufis’ idleness and strange customs set a bad example for the 
residents. 

Encouraged by Nur al-Din, however, these establishments finally took 


root. Upon Saladin’s arrival, there were already about ten in Damascus and 
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nine in Aleppo.” It fell to Saladin to introduce them in Egypt, where some 
received them with the same wariness, even hostility, that the Aleppines had 
formerly shown. In that respect, the reaction of al-Wahrani is significant: 
however much a satirist, he was reflecting the image that that form of Sufism 
had in certain milieus. In one of his stories, he describes Sufis crossing paths 
with the Prophet on Resurrection Day. The Prophet asks who they are. He is 
told they are members of his community, but lazy people who have aban- 
doned their occupations and withdrawn to oratories, where they dedicate 
themselves to eating and drinking. In response to a question from the Prophet 
about their usefulness, he is told that they are not useful for anything or to 
anyone, and that they resemble the castor oil plant, which absorbs water in a 
garden and reduces the available space. The Prophet then goes on his way and 
refuses to grant them the slightest attention.” Elsewhere, al-Wahrani makes 
fun of the Sufis celebrating the Feast of Sacrifice, which concludes the pil- 
grimage. After listening to a few lines of love poetry, they yell, howl, and stamp 
their feet so hard that the floor collapses beneath them. The dead are buried, 
even as certain Sufis, impervious to what is happening around them, continue 
to dance.** 

These criticisms had no effect on Saladin, who displayed the greatest re- 
spect for mystics and ascetics who withdrew from the world. In Cairo, he 
founded the Khangah Sa‘id al-Su‘ada’ on behalf of foreign Sufis, in a Fatimid 
residence across from the old vizierial palace where he lived.” He appointed a 
sheikh and placed all the Sufis of Egypt under his authority. The sheikh’s sal- 
ary, the Sufis’ food, and the upkeep of the building were paid for by waqf prop- 
erties allocated to the foundation in 1173-1174. The foundation deed stipulated 
that any inheritance of a Sufi below twenty dinars could not be seized by the 
public treasury and would devolve on the Sufis of the establishment. Near the 
building, Saladin also had a hammam built for them. In the Mamluk era, that 
first khangah of Egypt was rebaptized the Duwayrat al-Stifiyya (Small Sufi Mon- 
astery). Muslim travelers needing a place to stay could find refuge there, and the 
population of Cairo came every Friday to receive the blessing of the Sufis, whom 
they then accompanied in procession to al-Hakim Mosque. In the fifteenth cen- 
tury, some three hundred Sufis were still being supported there.*° Also in Cairo, 
the residence of a friend of Saladin’s father, who was in the habit of receiving his 
friends at his home on the banks of the Nile, was also turned into a residence for 


Sufis after his death, in accordance with his wishes.*” 
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Saladin encouraged the same type of foundation in Syria-Palestine. In Jeru- 
salem, he turned the Patriarchate across from the Holy Sepulchre into a khan- 
qah (al-Salahiyya), to which he allotted many waqfs (mill, kiln, houses, lands, 
bath, cistern), former properties of the Latin patriarch, the Hospitallers, and 
the Holy Sepulchre, and he named a Shafite to be in charge of it.” The founda- 
tion deed stipulates that the establishment would accept Sufis of all ages and 
backgrounds, married or single, and that they would recite the Koran and pray 
for the founder and for all Muslims. The office of sheikh, that is, head of the 
Sufis, was hereditary, but in the absence of an heir it was supposed to fall to the 
best among them. In Jerusalem as elsewhere, other forms of ascetic life were also 
common. Some devout souls preferred to live alone, withdrawn from the world, 
in a little oratory, a cellar, or a cave. Saladin took various measures on their be- 
half. For example, he earmarked the revenues from the Mount of Olives for the 
support of two of them,” and in 1191 allowed an ascetic to move into an old 
Byzantine building south of the Haram al-Sharif.*° In the coastal cities that he 
managed to reconquer, Saladin similarly founded establishments for Sufis. The 
one in Ascalon, Duwayrat al-Khadra’ (The Green Monastery), was abandoned 
when the city was destroyed.” In Acre, the former residence of the Hospitallers 
was divided in two: one half was turned into an establishment for Sufis and the 
other into a madrasa.” In Damascus, finally, the house that Saladin had previ- 
ously occupied after Nir al-Din named him governor of the city was also turned 
into a khanqah (al-Nasiriyya) at an unknown date.” 

All these actions attest to Saladin’s great interest in Sufism. It is clear, how- 
ever, that his actions were always those of a protector and never of an adher- 
ent, though he enjoyed attending Sufi concerts of mystic music, as in Hama in 


1187.74 


Against the Heretics 


By contrast, he had great distrust for all the mystical or philosophical currents 
that could appear suspect in the eyes of Sunni “orthodoxy,” that is, by the ju- 
rists in his entourage. He “hated the philosophers, those that denied God’s at- 
tributes, the materialists and those who stubbornly rejected the Holy Law,” 
Ibn Shaddad said of him.” That opinion was shared by ‘Imad al-Din: “How of- 
ten did he quash the foolishness of those who philosophized! How often did he 
guide people toward true knowledge by his enlightenment! Ceaselessly he 
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defended the faith, tamed the heretics by dispersing them, let the light of the rule 
established by the Prophet shine bright, found the fruits of paradise to his taste, 
professed the Shafite rite in its principles and applications, believed in its ratio- 
nal and traditional elements.””° 

For the most part, the targets of these accusations were the rationalistic 
philosophical and theological currents. Yet the line between “orthodox” mystic 
currents and those that were called “heterodox,” even heretical, was not always 
easy to draw. At times, mystics adopted odd and even extreme ascetic practices. 
Take, for example, the Iranian mystic Rizbihan al-Kazariini, who spent a few 
years of his life in Aleppo, then in Damascus, and finally in Cairo, where he 
died. Everywhere he went, he had the habit of shouting very loudly, even on 
Friday at the Great Mosque during prayer, or in the middle of a sermon. The 
ulemas, annoyed by his cries, dared not say anything, because miracles (kara- 
mat) were attributed to him. Surrounded by his disciples, flutists, and singers, he 
walked the streets, his hair unkempt and a small ax in his hand, and lived from 
beggary.” 

Those men, however eccentric they may have been, were not considered 
dangerous. More serious was the conduct of those who denied God’s act of 
creation, minimized Koranic revelation and the prophetic role of Muhammad, 
and sometimes proclaimed themselves prophets. In 1174, for example, Saladin 
announced to Nūr al-Dīn that, in Alexandria, he had just arrested a heretic 
named Qadid al-Qaffas, who had already done a great deal of harm in Syria and 
Egypt.” No doubt he was inclined to exaggerate the threat, to convince Nur 
al-Din of the dangers he had to face in Egypt, which also prevented him from 
going to join Nir al-Din in Syria. At about the same time, in Mashghara, a vil- 
lage in the region of Damascus, a man from the Maghreb was claiming to be a 
prophet, and many peasants rallied around him.” These men were regularly 
accused of seducing those considered the weakest and most credulous, that is, 
the peasants, the lower classes, and women. 

An entirely different case was that of the great Iranian philosopher and 
scientist Shihab al-Din Yahya al-Suhrawardi al-Maqtūl. His 1191 execution in 
Aleppo illustrates Saladin’s distrust of any philosophical or rationalistic mode 
of thought. The reasons behind the philosopher's decision to settle in Aleppo 
in about 1183-1184 remain obscure. He moved into the Hanafite al-Hallawiyya 
madrasa, probably because all the successive teachers in that establishment, 


from its foundation in 1149-1150, were, like him, from Iran or Transoxiana. 
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He very quickly attracted notice for his intelligence, his mastery of dialectics, 
and his influence over Saladin’s son al-Zahir Ghazi, then in charge of Aleppo. 
The “philosophy of the Illumination” (Ishraq) that he advocated and sought to 
spread was a combination of Platonic philosophy, Persian wisdom, and Her- 
meticism. He proposed that a new philosophical system be constructed, 
founded on the harmonization of intuitive and deductive knowledge, which 
was supposed to lead to true knowledge, the objective of the philosophy of the 
Illumination.’ 

His ideas met with very strong resistance from the jurisconsults of Aleppo. 
He was criticized for his philosophical thinking, which was permeated with 
Greek and Persian influences, for his Ismaili sympathies, and for his Hermeti- 
cism. Summoned to reply to the question of whether God could send a new 
prophet, he responded in the affirmative, arguing on the basis of divine 
omnipotence. He was then accused of laying claim to prophecy, of engaging in 
magic and alchemy, and of rejecting holy law. The Aleppine ulemas pressured 
Saladin to compel his son to have al-Suhrawardi executed for heresy. At first 
al-Zahir turned a deaf ear. Then a second letter from his father, threatening to 
pull him out of Aleppo, obliged him to obey against his will. Behind the reli- 
gious arguments, to which Saladin was certainly sensitive, more political mo- 
tives were likely also taking shape. Saladin’s power in Aleppo was still fragile 
and of recent date, and he could not allow himself to alienate religious circles. 
In addition, there was a risk that Shiism, which was not eradicated in northern 
Syria, would resurface at any moment. Finally, the situation in Palestine re- 
garding the Franks and Saladin’s defeat at Acre dictated caution, and he could 
not take the risk of setting off a religious crisis in northern Syria. Al-Suhrawardi 
was therefore executed and his body put on public display for several days. 
Nevertheless, his philosophy enjoyed great success in Iran. In the late thir- 
teenth century, at least five of his books could still be found in the libraries of 
the city of Aleppo. 


Among the other forms of heterodoxy that Saladin had to fight in the early part 
of his reign was the extremist Shiism of the Assassins of Syria. In the Middle 
East of that time, Shiism took various forms. The Ismaili Shiism of Egypt had 


lost its influence with the fall of the Fatimids. Duodecimal Shiism, dominant in 
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northern Syria until the mid-twelfth century, had also been greatly weakened 
by Nar al-Din’s reign. Of course, the Shiites of Aleppo had recovered a bit of 
life under his son’s reign. In particular, with the aid of the Turkish regent 
Giimiishtegin, they had managed to have several of their rights restored: to 
pray in the east part of the Umayyad Mosque; to use the Shiite call to prayer 
(“Come to the best work”); to evoke publicly, at markets or during funerals, 
the names of their twelve imams; to utter the Shiite prayer for the dead; and 
finally, to conduct marriage ceremonies under the authority of their imam.” But 
their religious and political influence could no longer compete with that of the 
Sunnis. 

Did the Assassin sect represent a more serious threat in the early part of 
Saladin’s reign? That sect of extremist Ismailis, born of a crisis of succession 
to the Fatimid caliphate in the late eleventh century, proclaimed that the 
caliphate ought to devolve on Nizar, the eldest son of Caliph al-Mustansir 
(1036-1094), who had been removed from power. The sect, expelled from 
Egypt, had first taken root in northern Iran around the fortress of Alamut, 
where its leader, Hasan-i Sabbah, lived. It then spread to Syria in the early 
years of the twelfth century. The Assassins quickly won followers among the 
lower classes and peasantry of Syria, and they turned the murder of Sunni or 
Shiite figures who opposed the establishment of their law into a political 
weapon. It was in that sense that they can be called true terrorists. The name 
“Assassins,” which was adopted by Westerners—Arab authors prefer to call 
them Batinis, Nizaris, or Ismaili'*—is derived from the Arabic hashishiyya, a 
term probably employed by the local populations, not because the Assassins 
used hashish, as is generally believed, but because their extreme behavior 
suggested that of people under the drug’s influence. Subsequently, it became 
a common noun in most European languages, used to designate a murderer 
who acts with premeditation.“ 

In Saladin’s time, the leader of the Assassins of Syria was Rashid al-Din 
Sinan, whom the Franks called the “Old Man of the Mountain,” because the 
seat of his power, located in central Syria, was in the mountainous massifs of 
Jabal Bahra’, between the city of Hama and the coast. His ideological influence, 
however, was far less than what Hasan-i Sabbah had enjoyed in Iran in his time. 
The power of the sect during that period in Syria rested more on the terror it 
inspired in the population and the services it rendered to leaders anxious to rid 


themselves of their rivals. 
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In 1164 an important religious shift had been made by the Assassins. To 
understand it, let us recall one of the precepts of Ismaili doctrine. Isma‘il, the 
seventh imam in the line of descent of ‘Ali, cousin and son-in-law to the 
Prophet, disappeared, but he will reappear one day to abrogate the law of Is- 
lam, to reveal the hidden meaning of things (bdatin), and to establish the reign 
of justice by putting an end to the physical world. In the month of Ramadan 
1164, the head of the Ismailis of Alamut suddenly proclaimed the end of Islamic 
law and declared that he had received a message from the hidden imam, mak- 
ing him vicar and asking him to abrogate holy law. In Syria, that abandonment 
of Muslim law gave rise to all sorts of rumors, which Sunni circles readily spread: 
“Men and women mingled in drinking parties; they practised incest,” claimed 
the Aleppine historian Ibn al--Adim. “The women wore men’s clothes, and some 
of them proclaimed Sinan as God.” In 1184, Ibn Jubayr went even further: “On 
[the] slopes [of the Mountains of Lebanon] are castles belonging to the heretical 
Ismaʻilites, a sect which swerved from Islam and vested divinity in a man. Their 
prophet was a devil in man’s disguise called Sinan, who deceived them with 
falsehoods and chimera embellished for them to act upon. He bewitched them 
with these black arts, so that they took him as a god and worshipped him. They 
abased themselves before him, reaching . . . a state of [complete] obedience and 
subjection.”1°° 

The Western sources repeated these rumors and spread them in turn, as at- 
tested by the report submitted by Burchard of Strasbourg to Frederick Bar- 
barossa in 1175, upon his return from his mission in Syria: “This breed of men live 
without law; they eat swine’s flesh against the law of the Saracens, and make use 
of all women without distinction, including their mothers and sisters.” 

Murder, idolatry, incest, the mingling and inversion of the sexes: the Assas- 
sins were accused of all the transgressions that the popular imagination gener- 
ally attributes to sects suspected of heresy. 

Was Saladin going to allow himself to be influenced by them? Prior to him, 
some leaders of Syria had been led to compromise with the Assassins, out of 
fear or opportunism, to obtain their support and to battle their rivals. This was 
especially the case of the Seljuk prince Ridwān (r. 1095-1113) in Aleppo and, to a 
lesser degree, of the atabeg Tughtegin (r. 1104-1128) in Damascus. Those who 
openly fought them often paid with their lives, such as Prince Buri in Damas- 
cus (r. 1128-1132) and the Fatimid caliph al-Amir (r. 1ror=1130) in Cairo. The 


fierce anti-Shiite policy of the Zangids, Nur al-Din in particular, impelled the 
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Assassins to fight the Zangids alongside the Franks. In 1149, for example, dur- 
ing the Battle of Inab, Assassins served as reinforcements for Raymond of 
Antioch’s troops, against those of Nir al-Din. In 1173 King Amalric of Jerusa- 
lem received an embassy from the Old Man of the Mountain, who had come to 


propose a new alliance. William of Tyre gives his version of the events: 


It is the custom of this people to choose their ruler, not by heredi- 
tary right, but by the prerogative of merit. This chief, when elected, 
they call the Old Man, disdaining a more dignified title. . . . For 
about four hundred years they have followed the law and traditions 
of the Saracens so strictly that by comparison all other peoples 
seem as prevaricators and they alone the complete observers of the 
law. But during our times they happened to choose as ruler over 
them a very eloquent man, of subtle and brilliant intelligence. Con- 
trary to the habits of his ancestors, this man possessed the book of 
the Evangels and the apostolic law. 

The gentle and noble doctrine of Christ and His followers, 
when compared with that which the miserable seducer Muham- 
mad had transmitted to his accomplices and deluded followers, 
caused him to despise the beliefs which he had absorbed with his 
mother’s milk and to abominate the unclean tenets of that deceiver. 
He instructed his people also in the same way and made them 
cease observing the superstition of the prophet. He tore down the 
places of prayer which they had been accustomed to use, absolved 
them from fasting, and permitted the use of wine and pork. At 
length, desirous of advancing into a fuller understanding of the mys- 
teries of God’s law, he sent an envoy to the king. This man, Boaldelle 
[Abdallah] by name, was wise and eloquent, skilled in counsel, and 
fully instructed in the doctrine of his master. He bore secret propo- 
sitions, the main burden and most important article of which was 
that if the brethren of the Temple, who held certain fortresses adja- 
cent to the lands of the Assassins, would remit the tribute of two 
thousand gold pieces which was paid to them yearly by his people 
and would thereafter observe brotherly kindness toward them, the 
race of the Assassins would embrace the faith of Christ and receive 


baptism.’ 
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On the way back, however, the ambassadors were ambushed by Knights 
Templar from the region of Tripoli. Amalric sent his apologies to Sinan, and 
that was the end of the matter. Whether the desire for conversion expressed by 
the Assassins was only a misinterpretation on the Franks’ part of the abandon- 
ment of Islamic law, or a ruse by Sinan to eliminate the tribute paid to the 
Templars, the anticipated alliance never came into being. These exchanges, 
however, shed light on the reasons why, in the early part of his reign, Saladin 
many times accused the Assassins not only of heresy but also of collusion with 
the Franks. 

It is within that context that Saladin’s conflict with Nir al-Din’s Zangid 
family occurred. At the time, Giimiishtegin was acting as regent in Aleppo for 
the young al-Salih, but he could not count on the support of the Syrian emirs, 
most of whom opposed him. He therefore sought the aid of the Assassins to 
consolidate his power and, especially, to get rid of Saladin. Twice Saladin was 
the victim of assassination attempts. The first took place in early January 1175, 
while he was besieging Aleppo. Thirteen assassins, armed with daggers, man- 
aged to make their way into his army’s camp. One of his emirs, Khumartegin, 
lord of the castle of Bi Qubays, whose lands were adjacent to those of the As- 
sassins, recognized them and sacrificed his life trying to stop them. A melee 
followed: all the assassins were killed as a result, but not before they killed a 
few soldiers and members of Saladin’s close circle. Writing to his nephew Far- 
rukhshah, then in charge of Damietta, Saladin recounted all these events, en- 
couraging him to remain on his guard and to choose his collaborators with the 
greatest care, to avoid a similar misadventure.’ 

The precautions he took did not prevent him from being the victim of a 
second assassination attempt the next year. On May 22, 1176, while he was be- 
sieging ‘Azaz, north of Aleppo, four assassins, disguised as soldiers in his army, 
managed to enter the camp. One of them flung himself on Saladin, who was 
observing the fighting from the tent of one of his emirs. Although protected by 
his helmet and brigandine, which he never took off for fear of attacks, Saladin 
was thrown to the ground by his assailant and was saved only through the in- 
tervention of one of Shirkih’s old mamluks, Sayf al-Din Yazkij, who killed the 
assailant. Some of Saladin’s other emirs rushed in and killed two of the attack- 
er’s companions; the fourth, who was trying to flee, was torn to pieces by the 
men of the camp. Saladin escaped with a superficial wound to the cheek, but 
the attack caused him a great fright, and one of his emirs died of his wounds. 


[ 392 ] 


GUARDIAN OF THE FAITH 





Protection measures around the sultan were increased. A wood palisade was 
even set up around his tent, and henceforth only people he knew were allowed 
to approach him." 

It must be said that the Assassins had an impressive ability to infiltrate the 
close entourage of sovereigns while wearing various disguises, as this anec- 


dote attests: 


My brother (God have mercy on him) told me that Sinan sent a 
messenger to Saladin (God have mercy on him) and ordered him to 
deliver his message only in private. Saladin had him searched, and 
when they found nothing dangerous on him he dismissed the as- 
sembly for him, leaving only a few people, and asked him to deliver 
his message. But he said: “My master ordered me not to deliver the 
message [except in private].” Saladin then emptied the assembly of 
all save two Mamluks, and then said: “Give your message.” He re- 
plied: “I have been ordered only to deliver it in private.” Saladin 
said: “These two do not leave me. If you wish, deliver your mes- 
sage, and if not, return.” He said: “Why do you not send away these 
two as you sent away the others?” Saladin replied: “I regard these as 
my own sons, and they and I are as one.” Then the messenger 
turned to the two Mamluks and said: “If I ordered you in the name 
of my master to kill this Sultan, would you do so?” They answered 
yes, and drew their swords, saying: “Command us as you wish.” 
Sultan Saladin (God have mercy on him) was astounded, and the 
messenger left, taking them with him. And thereupon Saladin (God 
have mercy on him) inclined to make peace with him and enter into 


friendly relations with him. And God knows best."! 


Most of the sources insinuate that Giimiishtegin was the one who ordered 
these assassination attempts on Saladin. The next year, in 1177, Giimiishtegin 
turned the Assassins’ daggers against his former ally, Vizier Shihab al-Din Ibn 
al-Ajami, a member of an influential family from Aleppo. Giimiishtegin did 
not draw any benefit from that murder, however. The young prince al-Salih, 
persuaded by this close circle that Giimiishtegin was seeking to overthrow 
him and seize power, and was ready to sell the Franks his fortress of Harim, 


east of Antioch, had Giimiishtegin arrested in late summer 1177. When 
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Giimiishtegin refused to return Harim, no torture was spared him: suspended 
by his feet outside the walls of his fortress, he was plunged into vinegar and 
lime, squeezed between planks of wood, and finally strangled with a bow 
string. His hands and neck were broken, and his body was cast into the moat 
surrounding the city. 

It is nonetheless likely that the Assassins were not simply responding to 
Giimiishtegin’s demands but had other reasons for attacking Saladin. No one at 
the time was unaware that Saladin, having entered Damascus, intended to 
take over all of Syria, including the territories controlled by the Assassins. Wit- 
ness his raids against Sarmin, Ma‘arrat Misrin, and the Jabal Summaq—regions 
where the Assassins were well implanted—beginning in spring 1175, once the 
cities of Homs and Hama were conquered."’ The second assassination attempt 
against him, as well as the accord concluded with Aleppo on July 29, 1176, per- 
suaded him to pursue the offensive by attacking the very base of their power: 
the powerful fortress of Masyaf, west of Hama, which was used as Sinan’s resi- 
dence. Mangonels were set up outside the wall, and the soldiers began to lay 
waste the surrounding lands. Then, about a week later, Saladin abruptly or- 
dered the siege lifted. 

The reasons for that abandonment have never been completely clarified. 
Some explain it by threats the Assassins may have made to Saladin’s maternal 
uncle, lord of the neighboring city of Hama. That uncle may have attempted to 
temper the ardor of his nephew, in a context also marked by the weariness of 
the army and of the emirs, who were longing to return home. Others link that 
retreat to the Franks’ offensive into Bekaa or to Tūrānshāh’s withdrawal." It 
was undoubtedly all these reasons together that impelled Saladin to lift the 
siege. Yet they do not account for the end of the conflict between Saladin and 
the Assassins. For indeed, over the following years, hostilities ended on both 
sides. Was there a secret accord between Sinan and Saladin to observe a truce 
that suited both camps? That is suggested by an Ismaili account, distorted by 
legend to be sure, according to which Saladin, frightened by Sinan’s supernatu- 
ral powers, agreed to withdraw after the prince of Hama had interceded in his 
favor. Sinan supposedly granted him safe conduct, and the two men then be- 
came good friends.'” 

We will undoubtedly never know whether Saladin really feared the Assas- 
sins or whether he judged that his priorities lay elsewhere, with his struggle 
against the Zangids and the Franks. What is certain is that Sunni historiogra- 
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phy has preferred to hold on to the image that his entourage sought to spread, 
that of a sovereign violently opposed to any form of heresy. For Sibt Ibn al- 
Jawzi, for example, Saladin never abandoned the idea of fighting the Assassins. 
Saladin, he tells us, was preparing to attack them after concluding the truce 
with the Franks, when his death prevented him from doing so."° 

Although they now left Saladin alone, the Assassins continued their at- 
tacks on the Aleppines and then on the Franks. In 1179-1180, after an attack 
by al-Salih against a village populated by Ismailis southeast of Aleppo, Sinan 
sent his men to set fire to the souks of Aleppo. The fire ravaged a large por- 
tion of the markets and swallowed up considerable riches, without a single 
Assassin being taken."” On April 28, 1192, in the Frankish port of Tyre, the As- 
sassins succeeded in killing Marquess Conrad of Montferrat, who had just 
been chosen king of Jerusalem but had not yet had time to be crowned. That 
assassination caused a great stir in the West. The chroniclers spread all sorts 
of stories about the Assassins, their methods, their mores, and their extreme 
devotion to their master, to such a degree that the Assassins even made an 
appearance in courtly literature: “Just as the Assassins serve their master 
unfailingly,” says a troubadour, “so I have served Love with an unswerving 
loyalty.”"* 

Their many assassinations and the fear they inspired made such an impres- 
sion on the Western imagination that it became common to attribute to them 
assassinations or assassination attempts even in the heart of Europe. In the 
conflict between France and England, it was said sometimes that the king of 
France made use of their services to kill the king of England; at other times, the 
reverse was alleged. Rigord, author of a history of Philip Augustus, informs us 
that letters “from overseas” reached the king of France in Pontoise, informing 
him that Assassins (Arsacides) had been sent to kill him on the order of the king 
of England: “Overseas, in fact, they had already killed the marquess, the king’s 
cousin, a man valiant in battle, who ruled the Holy Land with an admirable 
valor, with all his strength and all his might, before the arrival of these kings. 
King Philip, burning with anger upon learning the content of these letters, im- 
mediately left that castle and remained in a state of extreme distress for several 
days.” 

Also according to Rigord, Philip Augustus sent messengers to the Old 
Man of the Mountain to seek assurances about the veracity of that rumor: 


“But in the meantime, as a greater precaution, the king posted bodyguards, 
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who always had bronze sledgehammers in hand and who watched over him 
by turns all night long. Upon his messengers’ return, the king learned through 
the Old Man’s letters that the rumors were false. Thanks to the report of his 
messengers, who had conscientiously sought out and learned the truth, the 
false rumor was dismissed; and his mind, freed from that false suspicion, 
found peace.”!? 


Christians and Jews 


Non-Muslims upon Saladin’s Accession 


In the twelfth century, Jews and especially Christians were still numerous in 
Egypt. In certain localities, the Christian population even remained in the ma- 
jority: Qus, for example, which in the eleventh century had become the eco- 
nomic and political capital of Upper Egypt. In 1175 Burchard of Strasbourg, 
Frederick Barbarossa’s ambassador, was surprised by the large number of churches 
in Alexandria and Cairo, where Muslims, Jews, and Christians freely practiced 
their faiths.* Some time later, in the early thirteenth century, the Coptic author 
of The Churches and Monasteries of Egypt counted thirty-seven churches and five 
monasteries for the single city of al-Fustat and its outlying area, plus four churches 
and a monastery in the Fatimid city of Cairo. Christian buildings were also very 
numerous in the region of Giza, southwest of Cairo, on the other side of the Nile.’ 
Also according to that source, in Egypt there were at least 707 churches and 181 
monasteries, most of which collected large revenues from the lands granted to 
them by the former Fatimid caliphs.* Large non-Muslim communities also con- 
tinued to live in Syria-Palestine, in large cities such as Damascus and Aleppo but 
also in the countryside, where some villages were still entirely populated by Chris- 
tians.’ Under Saladin’s reign, then, the church played a not insignificant role in 


the economic and social life of his states. 
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Itis very difficult to form an exact idea of the number of these non-Muslims, 
since the figures given by travelers and chroniclers are imprecise and vary 
widely from one source to another. Depending on the source, for example, in 
the late twelfth century Damascus counted between three thousand and ten 
thousand Jews, Aleppo between fifteen hundred and five thousand.° The esti- 
mates for Egypt amounted to slightly more than four thousand Jews for the 
Egyptian capital and about half that for Alexandria.’ Christians were more 
numerous. Aleppo and the surrounding villages supposedly counted between 
twelve thousand and twenty-eight thousand Christians in the thirteenth cen- 
tury, out of a total population fluctuating between fifty and eighty thousand.’ 

Jews and Christians were subject to rules, elaborated in the seventh and 
eighth centuries and codified in a convention known as the “Pact of “Umar,” 
which granted them the status of “protected persons” (dhimmis). That status 
gave them the right, in exchange for a capitation, to practice their religion 
freely and to keep their religious institutions and buildings. The dhimmis were 
also obliged to respect a certain number of restrictive and often discrimina- 
tory rules: not to insult Islam, not to attempt to convert a Muslim, to refrain 
from assisting the enemies of Islam, not to build new religious buildings or 
even restore any, to avoid all contact between a male dhimmi and a Muslim 
woman, to wear distinctive hairstyles and clothing, to possess neither weap- 
ons nor horses, and so on. In principle, the dhimmis were also excluded from 
the army and public service. These rules, theoretically quite harsh, were ap- 
plied very inconsistently over the course of history, depending on the power 
in place, the region, and the era; the atmosphere was often much more toler- 
ant in practice than in theory. The Fatimid period in particular, with the ex- 
ception of the reign of Caliph al-Hakim (996-1021), was very favorable for the 
dhimmis, who often heldimportant positions, especially in the administration— 
some were even viziers—and in medicine. 

Dhimmi communities did not present a united front—far from it—and their 
divisions sometimes undermined their interests, giving the Muslim authorities 
the opportunity to play the role of arbitrator. In Egypt, the Christological quar- 
rels of the fifth century had profoundly divided the Christians between, on one 
hand, the Monophysite Copts*—by far the most numerous—and, on the other, 
those who had remained faithful to the doctrine defined by the Council of Chal- 
cedonia in 451, who for that reason were called Chalcedonians (or Melkites).'° 
Each community obeyed its patriarch, both of whom had left Alexandria to 
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settle in Cairo after the founding of the Fatimid dynasty. A third Christian com- 
munity was added to these in the eleventh century, that of the Armenians, also 
Monophysites, who came to join the Egyptian army under the viziership of Badr 
al-Jamali (1073-1094), himself an Armenian. In the Egyptian capital, the Arme- 
nians were concentrated in a neighborhood called al-Husayniyya, located to the 
northwest, outside the walls of Cairo. Many also settled in Upper Egypt in the 
11308, under the viziership of another Armenian, known as Bahram (1135-1137)." 

There were many Melkites in Syria-Palestine, especially in Palestine and 
northern Syria, where the seat of the patriarchs of Jerusalem and Antioch was 
located. The installation of a Latin church in these two cities in the late eleventh 
century complicated the situation for the Melkites, whose patriarchs often 
sought refuge in Constantinople. The Chalcedonian church nevertheless kept 
many churches and monasteries in both Frankish and Muslim territory. The 
other large Christian community of Syria and Upper Mesopotamia was that of 
the Jacobite Syrians, who, like the Copts and Armenians, were Monophysites. 
They were answerable to a patriarch living in Antioch, who in Saladin’s time 
was none other than the famous historian Michael the Syrian (patriarch from 
1166 to 1199). Armenians were also present in Upper Mesopotamia, northern 
Syria, and Jerusalem, though in smaller numbers. As for the Maronites, follow- 
ers of Monotheletism (two natures but a single will in Christ),’* they officially 
embraced the view of the Church of Rome in 182. In Saladin’s time, most of 
them lived in the mountains of Lebanon and on the narrow coastal plain be- 
tween Jubayl and Tripoli. William of Tyre estimates their number at forty thou- 
sand, calling them “a stalwart race, valiant fighters, and of great service to the 
Christians in the engagements which they so frequently had with the enemy.” 
They therefore seem to have leaned toward the Franks and to have played the 
role of intermediary. But here as elsewhere, caution is called for, since the vio- 
lent opposition of part of the community to the union agreement with Rome in 
1182“ would seem to indicate that not all Maronites supported the policy of the 
Latins in the region. In reality, for lack of sources, their history remains 
extremely obscure until the end of the Middle Ages. 

These many divisions among Christians—sometimes even members of a 
single community—greatly weakened their position vis-a-vis the Muslim au- 
thorities, which sometimes resulted in comical situations. Take the case of the 
Coptic priest named Ibn al-Qanbar, who, having been judged a heretic by his 
church hierarchy, appealed for arbitration from the sultan. He wrote al-Fadil, 
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asking to appear before a new assembly with the patriarch presiding. Al-Fadil 
replied that a new assembly would give a ruling, but, should it sentence him 
to expulsion, there would be nothing more he could do but become Muslim 
because, he said, “you will be neither Jewish nor Christian.”” The priest ulti- 
mately became a Melkite, which did not put an end to his disappointments, 
since he wasted no time in finding himself in conflict with his new superiors. 
That case, no doubt extreme, is nonetheless indicative of the role the Muslim 
authorities were sometimes led to play at the request of the Christian commu- 


nities themselves. 


Between Repression and Coexistence 


Upon his ascent to power, Saladin was quickly faced with the question of the 
dhimmis. During the 1160s, the Christians had seen several of their churches in 
al-Fustat burned down or looted, as reprisals against the Frankish attacks and 
during the city’s great fire of 1168. Saladin’s accession to power did not initially 
improve matters. Very quickly, he opposed the Armenians, who constituted 
large contingents of cavalrymen and foot soldiers in the Fatimid army. During 
the revolt of the blacks in 1169, the Armenians sided with them and thus be- 
came victims of the same repression. They had to abandon a large number of 
their churches and monasteries, some of which were turned into mosques. In 
confiscating the property of the Armenian church and military, Saladin under- 
mined the economic foundations of that community and dealt it a fatal blow." 
The patriarch himself had to leave al-Basatin monastery in the southern out- 
skirts of Cairo and move to al-Zuwayla neighborhood, near the Church of 
Saint John the Baptist. But he did not remain long. After the definitive fall of 
the Fatimid caliphate dashed all hopes of the Armenians returning to their 
previous situation, in November 1172 he decided to go to Jerusalem, where the 
Armenian community, settled in that city since the fifth century, maintained 
good relations with the Franks. He left, taking what he could of the sacred 
books and liturgical vessels, and leaving an ordinary priest as his surrogate in 
Cairo.” Because the Armenians no longer had any authority to represent them, 
the Copts, by a decree from Saladin, obtained possession of the former al- 
Basatin church, which they finished restoring in 1177. The following years were 
marked by a few attempts on the part of the Armenians to recover their churches. 


A bishop and several priests were even sent from Armenia to intercede on 
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behalf of their community. They arrived in Cairo bearing letters from Saladin 
and al-Adil, recommending that Taqi al-Din ‘Umar treat them honorably. They 
managed to reclaim one of their churches, but not al-Basatin, which remained 
in the hands of the Copts. 

The renewed enforcement of the discriminatory measures by Shirkth and 
then by Saladin made the dhimmis’ situation even more difficult. Not only 
were the dhimmis compelled to respect the rules regarding distinctive clothing, 
but the buildings and celebrations of their faith were to remain discreet, and 
they were forbidden to bear arms, consume wine or pork in public, ride horses 
or mules, and especially, work in the administration.” Not all the dhimmis were 
driven out of the administration, however, since their departure would have 
resulted in too great an administrative disorganization. Nevertheless, these 
measures prompted many to convert to Islam. A Christian source speaks of 
fourteen thousand conversions. Although that number may be exaggerated, it 
attests to the shock produced in the non-Muslim community by that new atti- 
tude of the authorities.” Among those who converted to hold on to their posi- 
tions was al-Muhadhdhab Ibn Mammiati, secretary in the bureau of the army, 
and his son al-As‘ad, who succeeded him. Al-As‘ad was the author of many 
works, including a life of Saladin in verse and a cadastre of the inhabited places 
of Egypt, in which he provided very precise information about Egyptian agri- 
culture and craft industries. He was a great friend of al-Fadil, who called him 
“the nightingale of the councils” because of his great eloquence and very liter- 
ary style.” 

Saladin, in reinstating the obligations bearing on the dhimmis, more than 
likely wanted to gain the goodwill of the most radical of the ulemas who sur- 
rounded him and whose support he needed in order to govern. Among these 
was Qadi al-Fadil, whose influence over Saladin we have already had occasion 
to note. It seems to have been al-Fadil who urged.the sultan to take measures to 
eliminate the Christians from the financial administration.” The Shafite jurist 
al-Khubishani, whose reputation extended far beyond the Egyptian borders,” 
was even more radical. He said he wanted to kill all the dhimmis he happened to 
see on horseback. Once, when he ran into one of Saladin’s Jewish doctors, al- 
Muwaffaq ibn Shi'a, riding his horse, he threw a stone at him, hitting him full 
in the face and taking out an eye.” The leader of the Egyptian Shafites, Shihab 
al-Din al-Tūsī, does not seem to have been any better disposed in that respect, 


since he extorted money and gifts from the Christians, had two churches shut 
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down, and looted the great al-Basatin church.” Despite all these pressures, a 
short time later Saladin allowed Christians to restore their destroyed buildings 
and to reclaim their positions within the administration. One Egyptian Chris- 
tian source even claims that the position they came to occupy was superior to 
what they had had previously. Many other sources attest to the important role 
they continued to play in the administration in both Egypt and Syria.” 

In fact, not all the Christians and Jews in Saladin’s states saw their situation 
deteriorate consistently or continuously. The early years were certainly diffi- 
cult, because Saladin wanted to appear, in the eyes of his entourage and in “pub- 
lic opinion,” to be a sovereign who applied religious law strictly. That hardening 
of the official policy toward the dhimmis gave rise to some more or less un- 
controlled popular uprisings, and both the dhimmis’ possessions and their persons 
were targeted. But in such cases, Saladin always reacted forcefully, making sure 
that the pact of protection to which the Jews and Christians had a right by that 
same religious law was applied. We know, for example, that at the beginning of 
his reign, he recognized the protection to which the monks of the Saint Cathe- 
rine Monastery of Sinai were entitled.” Moreover, in Aleppo in 1183, having re- 
established a stricter observation of the rules imposed on the dhimmis, and in 
the face of the outbursts that his measure provoked in the population, Saladin 
immediately decreed that he was reaffirming his will to protect the non-Muslim 


communities, out of respect for religious law: 


After we ordered that the dhimmis should wear the distinctive signs 
that differentiate them in their appearance from Muslims, and that 
this should be established in accordance with the requirements of 
manifest and pure divine law, the news reached us that a band of 
irresponsible hoodlums had attacked the dhimmis with despicable 
words and acts, curbing what the pact of protection [dhimma] had 
granted them regarding their means of subsistence and their situa- 
tion. We disapproved of that, and we are obliged to prohibit such 
things from being said and done. 

We command what is set down in that document and judg- 
ment, namely: guard and protect those dhimmis; abstain from harm- 
ing and harassing them; do not cause them any wrong; do not insti- 
tute wrongful proceedings against them and do not deviate from 


the straight and narrow regarding them; do not alter the justice 
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that is guaranteed them; do not interfere with the benefits supplied 
them; do not attack them in acts or words. Let them therefore not 
be subjected to hearing disagreeable, prejudicial, or unjust words. 
May they obtain the rights of the contract of protection consistent 
with its statutes and with justice; and may they enjoy these rights 
to the full in what they are granted in benevolence by them. May 
their blood and inviolable property be protected; may the means of 
subsistence distributed to them be abundant; may the activities guar- 
anteed them be strengthened; may the interests they wish to defend 
be organized; and may the decrees of religious law as it is defined 
apply to them.... The emirs and other governors must execute 
that judgment, must guarantee these dhimmis against injustice, and 
must protect them in every situation and, in case of incident, from 


any harm and loss.”* 


This decree is very significant with respect to Saladin’s desire for appease- 
ment and his wish to see non-Muslims live in peace on his territories. We learn, 
therefore, that the leader of the Jewish community of Egypt once sought him 
out to ask him for a confirmation of common practice, namely, the right of his 
community to judge matters of Jewish inheritance, even in cases where the le- 
gitimate heir was a minor or where no heir existed. Saladin consulted Male- 
kite and Shafite jurists, who confirmed that the judgment truly devolved 
on the leader of the Jewish community, and that Muslim jurists were not to 
intervene, unless the two parties asked them or in the case of obvious false 
testimony.” 

Saladin’s clearly expressed desire to respect Muslim law does not mean that 
the dhimmis definitively returned to peace and tranquility. More than once, they 
had to suffer the whims of circumstance and resign themselves to having their 
churches temporarily shut down following military expeditions,” or to being 
mistreated by a jurist less than well disposed toward them. In 1181-1182, after 
the promulgation of new decrees in Egypt intended to enforce the restrictions on 
non-Muslims, the population looted a few churches on the pretext that they had 
just been restored. The Melkites, less numerous than the Copts, were no doubt 
the chief victims.” 

In al-Fustat, however, most of the churches were ultimately restored under 


Saladin’s reign, thanks to the gifts of wealthy members, the sale of cult objects, 
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and sometimes even money from simony. In one way or another, the posses- 
sions of Christians were returned and the damages repaired. In 1187, a new 
church devoted to the Virgin was even dedicated near the old Church of Saint 
John the Baptist, in a neighborhood south of al-Qahira.** Ultimately, the Chris- 
tian authors, who lament the many destructions and exactions at the beginning 
of Saladin’s reign, also recognize that his governance was that of a just and gen- 
erous prince who ensured his subjects’ well-being by eliminating the illegal 
taxes and lowering prices.” In the commercial realm especially, the rules rein- 
stated by Saladin ought to have doubled the customs taxes paid by the dhimmis. 
But, given the difficulty of enforcing that measure—as attested by the letter 
from a Jew of Alexandria asking his brother, who was involved in trade in the 
Indian Ocean, to entrust his merchandise to a Muslim so as to pay fewer 
taxes—the idea was quickly abandoned by Saladin himself.** 


Repercussions of the Crusades 


What was the Eastern Christians’ reaction upon the taking of Jerusalem by 
Saladin? Did they celebrate with the Muslims as members of a community 
united by history and the Arabic language? Or did they instead declare them- 
selves in solidarity with their Crusader coreligionists? Present-day historians 
do not all agree on that subject. Sometimes they point to evidence that sup- 
ports the view that the Eastern Christians joined the Franks, and sometimes to 
reports that argue in favor of their neutral or even welcoming attitude toward 
Saladin. The reality was likely somewhere between the two, since the dhimmis 
never formed a monolithic bloc. Their reactions varied from one community 
to another, depending on whether they were in Muslim or Christian territory, 
and on the kind of relationship they maintained with one group or the other. 
The Jews, who had suffered as much as the Muslims from the taking of 
Jerusalem by the Franks, were subsequently able to live in peace under Latin 
domination in the coastal cities, particularly Tyre and Ascalon. But since, with 
a few rare exceptions, they were still banished from Jerusalem, they had some 
reason to rejoice at Saladin’s victory, which allowed them to return there to 
live. That authorization was no doubt also intended to fill the void left by the 
Franks’ departure.” So it was that a community of Jews from Ascalon came to 
settle in the holy city after Saladin destroyed their own city. The return of 


these Jews to Jerusalem marked the beginning of a larger-scale immigration 
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movement in the thirteenth century, from Europe and the Maghreb, where 
there had been new outbreaks of persecution. Most of these new immigrants, 
however, chose to settle in Acre and the rest of the Latin kingdom rather than 
in Jerusalem, which was experiencing a dark period: it was destroyed a first 
time in 1219 by al-Mu‘azzam, the Ayyubid prince of Damascus, who was afraid 
it would fall back into the Franks’ hands; then the holy city once again came 
under Frankish domination in 1229, but was sacked and destroyed in 1244 by 
the Khwarezmians, Turkish mercenaries in the service of the Ayyubid sultan 
of Egypt. That eventful history hardly encouraged permanent settlers.*® 
Saladin’s tolerance toward the Jews is perceptible in several Christian and 
Jewish sources. The prelate Bar Hebraeus, for example, recounts that during 
the siege of Acre, a Jewish merchant from Damascus, transporting a cargo of 
Egyptian sugar by boat, was arrested by the Muslims as he approached Acre. 
But Saladin, whom he called on for assistance, immediately had him released. 
Even more significant was the elaboration of a truly Jewish legend of Saladin. 
In Jewish circles it was recounted that in 1185, which is to say, two years before 
the Battle of Hattin, a Jewish instructor saw in a dream the Muslims spilling 
Christian blood. That dream was immediately interpreted as the sign of the 
Jewish people’s deliverance. Similarly, a forged letter sent to the Jews of Fez in 
1187, shortly before the taking of Jerusalem, was attributed to Maimonides. It 
contained a declaration in which Saladin stated that he would stamp out the 
Franks but that, in the end, a Jewish king would rule over the holy city. Know- 
ing that this king would seize power peacefully, Saladin expressed the hope of 
finding “favor in his eyes.” In that legend, the sultan’s capture of Jerusalem ap- 
peared as part of the divine plan, at the end of which the Jews would reclaim 
their land and their holy city. In about 1217, the traveler and Spanish Jewish 


poet al-Harizi said nothing less in his dialogue with a resident of Jerusalem: 


“When did the Jews come to this city?” “Since the Ishmaelites 
[Muslims] captured it, the Jews settled it,” he answered. “And why 
did they not live in it when in the hands of the uncircumcised [the 
Christians]?” He said: “Because they said that we killed their God 
and we put them to shame. Should they have found us, they would 
have eaten us alive.” “So how did it happen that you are in this 
place?” He answered: “God was zealous for his name and had pity 


on his nation. . . . God stirred the spirit of the king of the Ishmael- 
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ites in the year four thousand nine hundred and fifty of Creation 
[September 14, 1189-September 3, 1190], and the spirit of wisdom 
and bravery rested upon him; and he and all the hosts of Egypt 
went up and put siege to Jerusalem and God delivered her into his 
hands. And he ordered that a proclamation should be made in every 
city, to old and young, namely: ‘Speak ye on the heart of Jerusalem, 
whoever is from the seed of Ephraim, whether in Assyria or in Egypt, 
and those forsaken at the ends of the horizon, those who are willing 
should ingather from all the world’s corners and dwell inside her 


boundaries.’ ”?” 


Joshua Prawer goes even further, asserting that the catalyst for Jewish im- 
migration to the East in the thirteenth century lay less in the new outbreaks of 
persecution in the West than in the Jews’ perception of Saladin’s victories over 
the Franks. In that great confrontation between Christendom and Islam, with 
the possession of the Holy Land at stake, the position defended by several ma- 
jor Jewish personalities was that the Jews were to take possession of the Prom- 
ised Land (Deut. 12) by settling there. “The living in the Land of Israel is a com- 
mandment which outweighs all other commandments,” preached the great 
thirteenth-century scholar Nahmanides, who left Spain to settle in Jerusalem 
and then in Acre. On one hand, there was a resurgence of Messianic hopes, and 
on the other, the development of a more pragmatic approach, aimed at encour- 
aging the Jews to settle on that land, over which the three monotheistic religions 
were fighting. Of that land, Nahmanides said: “Ever since we departed from it, 
it has not accepted a single other nation or language. They all try to settle it, but 
it is beyond their power.”** 

Among the Christians, the Armenians represented a special case. In Egypt, 
those who belonged to the Fatimid army were exterminated in great number 
in the early part of Saladin’s reign, and their patriarch sought refuge in Jerusa- 
lem. A small Armenian community nevertheless survived in Egypt, as attested 
by the author of The Churches and Monasteries of Egypt.” In the Latin states, the 
Armenians were relatively well integrated into Frankish society, particularly 
in Antioch and Jerusalem. The two communities were united by many mar- 
riages, and in the late twelfth century, the formation of an Armenian king- 
dom of Cilicia, an ally of the Latin states, only strengthened those bonds.*° Al- 
though, given the absence of sources, it remains difficult to know what the 
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Armenians living in Islamic countries thought, there is little doubt that those 
of them who lived outside Muslim territories had clearly chosen sides. In cer- 
tain manuscript colophons, it was written that the Muslims were a “foreign 
people of circumcised cutthroats,“' and Archbishop Nerses of Tarsus, crafter 
of the rapprochement with the Latin church, unambiguously denounced the 
“arrogance” of Saladin, who had conquered the Christian princes because 
“they were bowed under the weight of sin.” Of the kings of France and England, 
he said: 


From them we await salvation, 

Just as [we await] the assistance of God. 

So that the words of the prophets may be fulfilled: 
“You will deserve to rejoice.” 


Amen!” 


From the seat of his power at Qal‘at al-Rūm (Horomklay), a powerful for- 
tress in the Upper Euphrates Valley locked within Islamic territory, the Arme- 
nian catholicos Gregory IV (r. 1173—1193)—the same man who wrote Saladin in 
1190 to warn him against the arrival of the Third Crusade’s German army— 


composed a long, 2,395-line plaint on the taking of Jerusalem by the Muslims: 


I come to give voice to dolorous strains, 
Plaints interspersed with tears... . 

I come to recount my sad fate 

And lamentable suffering. . . . 

I am the ancient Jerusalem, 

Capital of Palestine, 

Center of the Universe. . . . 

Against me marched the Scythians [Turks] 
Who punished me so severely. . . . 

[The Creator] delivered Jerusalem to a ruthless enemy 
For the sins of which we were guilty. . . . 
Jerusalem, that beautiful city, 

Capital of the Promised Land, 

The Egyptian entered it 

Like a shameless adulterer; 


He sat on the steps of the sanctuary, 
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and it was sullied by the abomination of the desert.“ . . . 


Golgotha was profaned, 

The Temple stained, 

The Holy Sepulchre shut down. ... 

[The Infidels] engaged in depravity 

In the Holy of Holies, 

As the law of Muhammad prescribes; 

They committed acts of sodomy. . . . 

They called us worshippers of a piece of wood, 
Through insult and mockery; 

Falling on us like wolves, 

They dispatched the innocent lambs. . . . 

The streets of Zion 

Were stained with blood 

And obstructed by their comings and goings... . 
I suffered alone in silence, 

No one coming to my aid, 

Not the emperor of the Greeks, 

Or my French troops, 

Or those who glory in me, 

Or those who found their support in me, 

Or the great and powerful ruler of Germany . . . 
Who came to me in droves, 

Rushed inside my walls and there set to rejoicing, 
Today not a single one has been found 

To help me in my desperate straits. . . . 

Now two years have elapsed 


And still I suffer in torment.** 


Although it is indisputable that most of the texts reflect real sorrow at the 
loss of Jerusalem, it is also true that they contain a more or less explicit condem- 
nation of the Christians themselves, whose sins were considered the cause of all 
their misfortunes. In that respect, the sources are consistent with the medieval 
conception of history, a providential history whose events were solely the result 
of God’s wise governance. These accounts often have in common a tendency to 


exaggerate. Muslims are accused of crimes they did not commit, such as plung- 
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ing Jerusalem into a bloodbath. The objective was less to reflect reality than 
to rouse, and sometimes to justify one or another request for assistance from 
the West. 

Lamentations of the same kind are found in the writings of a few Nestorian 
and Syrian writers from the late twelfth century, who also lived outside Mus- 
lim territories. The Jacobite patriarch of Antioch, Michael the Syrian, writes, 
for example: “On Saturday the fourth day of Tamouz [July], the Franks were 
abandoned [by God] because of our sins, and were wretchedly carved to 
pieces. . . . Salah al-Din killed with his own hand the old Arnald [Reginald of 
Chatillon] and the three hundred brothers [Knights Templar and Hospitaller] 
and bathed in their blood. . . . How many outrages, how much abuse and con- 
tempt, the Muslims forced the persecuted Christian people to endure, in Damas- 
cus, Aleppo, Harran, Edessa, Amida, Mardin, Mosul, and in all the rest of the 
empire, no words can say.” 

The emotion caused by the loss of Jerusalem is perceptible in several colo- 
phons of Syriac manuscripts;*® one Syriac plaint from the early years of the 
thirteenth century also grieves the loss of the holy city.“ In 1247, some Nesto- 
rian Christians were still regretting that the Christian reaction to the loss of 
Jerusalem had not been keener: “All the churches of Christ, the monasteries, 
and all the faithful in the East and West should have worn hair shirts, should 
have sat down in sorrow and wept for Jerusalem, for what happened in our 
time,” wrote the Nestorian catholicos Sawrisho’ V to Pope Innocent IV.** Par- 
ticularly interesting is the testimony of the author of the Syriac Chronicle, who 
was in Jerusalem in 1187. He confirms that the Eastern Christians, once their 
ransom had been paid, were free to go where they liked, but he also adds that 
they had to sell off their possessions for a pittance or abandon them: “Words 
cannot describe the crimes that our eyes saw perpetrated in the city, just as no 
book could contain them: how the sacred vessels were sold at the city markets, 
in the hands of people of different races, how the churches and altars became 
sheds for horses and cattle and places of debauchery, of drinking and song.” 

The Christian authors residing in Saladin’s states expressed rather differ- 
ent feelings. In Egypt, the History of the Patriarchs went so far as to suggest a 
complicity between the Melkites of Jerusalem and the sultan. According to this 
book, a Christian called Joseph al-Datit, a native of the holy city, made the ac- 
quaintance of the Ayyubid family in Damascus before the conquest of Egypt. A 


few years later, he moved into the former Fatimid palace of Cairo, and Saladin 
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used him as a messenger to the Franks. The sultan charged him with urging 
the Melkite Christians of Jerusalem to hand over their city in exchange for 
money. Balian, having learned of this, proved to be better disposed toward 
dealing with Saladin as a result. Is that historical truth, or libel from a Coptic 
source hostile toward the Melkites? It is difficult to determine, though two let- 
ters sent from the Holy Land to Europe, one by the Order of the Hospitallers 
and the other by Genoese, repeat that rumor.” Of even more interest is the 
passage from the History of the Patriarchs that suggests Saladin’s successes can 
be explained by the fact that God guided him and led him to apply the princi- 
ples of the Torah and of the Gospel, unbeknownst to himself: “Salah al-Din 
acted according to the command of these two religious laws, without knowing 
them, but [it was] an inspiration from God, and on account of this he died on 
his bed, and his end (was) praiseworthy for himself and his descendants.””’ 

The prelate Bar Hebraeus deplored the fate that had befallen the Christians 
living in Muslim territory during Saladin’s conquests. According to him, they 
fell prey to every sort of mockery and abuse. But he displays no particular hos- 
tility toward Saladin in his account of the events of 1187, an account inspired in 
great part by that of ‘Imad al-Din. Bar Hebraeus insists rather on what he calls 
Raymond of Tripoli’s betrayal of his own camp and Saladin’s magnanimity to- 
ward the Franks.” As for the small community of Georgian Christians of Jeru- 
salem, it seems to have persevered after the retaking of the city by Saladin. No 
doubt it endured some despoliation in 1187, but the Georgian embassy received 
by Saladin on September 1, 1192, had the objective, precisely, of receiving au- 
thorization to reclaim their possessions and to restore the Georgian monastery 
located outside the city.” It seems to have obtained satisfaction, since a few 
years later Jacques de Vitry observed that Western pilgrims hardly dared enter 
the holy city, whereas the Georgians could penetrate with great pomp, bran- 
dishing their flags.” 


From all these accounts, it emerges that the reaction of non-Muslims to Sala- 
din’s conquests was not unanimous. The Armenian Christians, because of 
their close ties to the Latins, and because most of them resided outside Muslim 
territories, were without a doubt the most distressed. The Nestorians and the 


Syrian Jacobites from the states neighboring Saladin’s also grieved the loss of 
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Jerusalem and the desecration of the churches. The reactions of Christians and 
Jews living within Saladin’s states were much more cautious and mixed. It is 
true that the authors living in his territory could not openly side with the 
Franks, and we need to relativize their rather favorable views of Saladin. 
Nevertheless, the measures he took tended to be of a reassuring nature. In all 
the reconquered territories, he offered to reinstate the protected status they had 
had before the Frankish occupation. Most accepted that pact and kept their pos- 
sessions, in exchange for the capitation.” 

In Jerusalem, they had to pay the same ransom as the Franks but then en- 
joyed freedom of movement. Many remained where they were. Of course, the 
Jacobites had to give up their Church of Saint Mary Magdalene, northeast of 
the city, not far from the Saint Anne Church, but they probably recovered the 
old German Church of Saint Thomas in the southern part of Jerusalem. Behind 
that policy of relative tolerance, economic interests were being played out as 
well, since Saladin knew that the Christians and Jews were needed to cultivate 
the surrounding lands and to maintain the region’s economy. That, in any case, 
is what his secretary suggests: “In addition to the tribute, the [Eastern] Chris- 
tians who remained in Jerusalem had to pay the capitation, in order to remain 
wholly secure and not be harassed or expelled. Their situation was thus regu- 
lated by the jurisconsult ‘Isa. Among the Christians, four parish priests of the 
Church of Qumama [the Holy Sepulchre] were also allowed to live there, en- 
joying total immunity and full tax exemption. Thousands of Christians re- 
mained in Jerusalem and its region. They set to work, planted vines and estab- 
lished plantations, and soon gathered in fruits and vegetables.” 

The question of how Saladin treated the Eastern Christians has been raised 
often over the centuries, particularly in the nineteenth, when Christian com- 
munities fought—even among themselves—to have their long presence in the 
Holy Land acknowledged. One of their arguments was that their possessions 
had been recognized by the great conquerors of Jerusalem, Caliph ‘Umar 
(r. 634-644) and Saladin in particular. It was only a small step to fabricating coun- 
terfeit documents to attest to certain rights, and some did not hesitate to take 
it. In 1844, for example, a Greek Orthodox archimandrite of Cyprus produced a 
forgery attesting to the concessions granted by Saladin to the Ethiopians of Je- 
rusalem, whose legacy the Greeks and the Armenians had been fighting over 
for two centuries. But nothing allows us to conclude, on the basis of an argu- 


ment e contrario, that the Eastern Christians were mistreated by Saladin or 
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that they left his territories to seek refuge in Christian territory.” No Latin 
or Arab source mentions such a thing. It is not impossible that some Eastern 
Christians chose to follow the Latins in 1187, but we must refrain from drawing 
any overly simplistic conclusion. The reality probably lies between the repre- 
sentation sometimes given—of an idyllic situation in which all the Christians 
and Jews rejoiced at the reconquest of the holy city by the Muslims—and the 
overly negative view, of Christians deprived of freedom who took refuge in 
great number in Frankish territories. 

In times of conflict, the situation of the Jews and especially of the Christians 
seems to have been particularly vulnerable. They could very quickly be sus- 
pected, rightly or wrongly, of aiding the Franks, and as a result could find them- 
selves once more in the position of hostages or the object of reprisals. In 1182, for 
example, the Franks arrived in Darayya, outside the gates of Damascus, threat- 
ening to destroy its mosque. The governor of Damascus told them, through the 
intermediary of Eastern Christians, that it would be easy for the Muslims to re- 
store it later but that, conversely, all the churches in Muslim territories, which 
he would order destroyed, could never be rebuilt. These arguments, it seems, 
sufficed to persuade the Franks to retreat.’ A few years later, in September 1191, 
Saladin ordered the demolition of the citadel of Ramla, on the road between 
Jaffa and Jerusalem, to keep the Franks from seizing it, and also had the Church 
of Saint George in Lydda destroyed.” Shortly thereafter, some Eastern Chris- 
tians were accused of having delivered letters to the Franks from the governor 
of Jerusalem, in which they noted the lack of men and provisions in that city. 
They were immediately executed. These Christian populations could also suf 
fer as a result of raids by the Frankish armies themselves. That is attested, for 
example, by the anonymous author of the Syriac Chronicle, who describes the 
Frankish expedition conducted in 1178 against Harim, east of Antioch, and the 
looting to which the Christians fell victim. They were the reason, he said, that 
God did not give the victory to the Franks. 


The Role of Christians and Jews in Saladin’s Entourage 


Despite the renewed enforcement of the ban on dhimmis serving in the adminis- 
tration, many of them remained in Saladin’s entourage. Since the Islamic con- 
quest, they had continued to play an essential role at every level of the adminis- 


tration, and Saladin could not—and probably would not—abruptly break that 
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tradition, which would incur the risk of complete disorder. In his fiscal treatise 
from the late twelfth century, the Egyptian al-Makhzimi observes that the 
Jews and the Christians transmitted the posts of secretary and doctor from fa- 
ther to son, and maintained their supremacy in that area because young Mus- 
lims were not inclined to train and work under their direction.” Even Saladin’s 
father, Ayyūb, had a Christian secretary, who followed him over the course of 
his career, from Tikrit to Egypt. And a great deal of evidence confirms the 
presence of Jewish and especially Christian secretaries in the entourage of Sala- 
din and the Ayyubid emirs. In Aleppo from 1183 to 1186, al-Adil employed a 
Christian secretary who had converted to Islam and who was himself accused 
of recruiting too many of his former coreligionists into the administration. In 
1190 ‘Imad al-Din complained of the Coptic secretaries assigned to pay the vol- 
unteers who agreed to go reinforce the garrison of Acre: “For the most part, 
these people were Christians from Egypt who offered to aid their coreligionists, 
while complicating for us what needed simplifying, muddling what we wanted 
to resolve.” 

Another example of the importance of non-Muslim secretaries in Saladin’s 
entourage, but also of the consequences resulting from the Christians’ internal 
quarrels, is provided us by the Jacobite patriarch Michael the Syrian, who has 


no words harsh enough for one of his most virulent opponents: 


Then, once again, as was his habit, he reneged on his promises. He 
went out to find a man like himself, and plotted during the night. 
He made ropes, went over the convent wall, and fled to Damascus. 
There they composed a document in Arabic and got themselves in- 
troduced to Salah al-Din, king of Egypt. He promised to give that 
king money if he would grant him an edict stipulating that he would 
be accepted as patriarch by all his states. He also libelously wrote 
things about me deserving of death. When his document was read 
before the king, he sought to know where it was from. There were a 
few faithful there who were scribes in the king’s chancery; after 
they had told him his story, the king drove out the impious Bar 


Wahboun and did not receive him. 


In addition to administration, medicine was the area in which non-Muslims 


particularly distinguished themselves.” Of the dozen doctors surrounding 
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Saladin, Jews and Christians held a significant place. Although one of them, a 
Christian, converted to Islam under his reign,°* others practiced their profes- 
sion without giving up their religion. For example, the doctor who wrote a 
short treatise for Saladin on digestive disorders, from which the sultan chroni- 
cally suffered, was Jewish. One of this doctor's colleagues and coreligionists 
drew a pension of twenty-four dinars a month from Saladin until the end of the 
doctor's life, even after he was too old to work. Saladin provided another of his 
Christian doctors trousseaux for his daughters valued at about thirty thousand 
dirhams.” An even greater influence on Saladin was his Jewish doctor Ibn 
Jumay’ al-Isra’ili. Born and trained in Egypt, he was the author of many works, 
including a treatise he dedicated to the sultan on the need to reform medi- 
cine.” The author saw several causes for its decline: the neglect by a great 
number of doctors of the vast theoretical knowledge, in favor of experience 
alone; the lure of profit, to which some succumbed; and the lack of interest on 
the part of rulers in that noble discipline. He therefore advised Saladin to choose 
the best doctors to teach at the hospital, to select the most serious and intelli- 
gent students—allocating financial aid to the poorest of them—and to evalu- 
ate practitioners’ theoretical and practical knowledge, a task for which doctors 
themselves ought to take responsibility, with the support of the prince and his 
entourage. 

The most famous Jewish doctor and theologian in Saladin’s entourage was 
without a doubt Ibn Maymin, better known in the West by the name Mai- 
monides, who was born in Cordova in 1135 and died in al-Fustat in 1207. In 
about 1148, Maimonides and his family left Cordova to escape the Almohad 
persecutions. After spending several years in the Maghreb, they moved to the 
Egyptian capital in about 1165-1166. At first, Maimonides was supported by a 
profitable commerce in precious stones that his brother undertook in the In- 
dian Ocean. But after the brother lost his life in a shipwreck, Maimonides was 
obliged to earn his living as a doctor. Protected by Qadi al-Fadil, he was also 
the doctor of Saladin’s eldest son, al-Afdal, to whom he dedicated two opuscules.” 
Maimonides, though very well integrated into the sultan’s court—Maimonides’ 
brother-in-law was himself secretary to al-Afdal’s mother—does not seem to 
have been Saladin’s doctor, despite what the biographer Ibn Abi Usaybi‘a says.” 
That assertion, often repeated by the tradition, is not confirmed by any other 
Arab source; Maimonides himself, who does not neglect to say that he treated 
al-Fadil and al-Afdal, never made such a claim.” 


| arm | 


CHRISTIANS AND JEWS 





Maimonides was also named the leader of the Jewish community of Egypt 
(ra’is al-yahiid in Arabic, nagid in Hebrew). In charge of the supreme judiciary, 
he was given the task of naming the rabbis and representing the Jewish com- 
munity before the authorities, a position that remained in his family until the 
Ottoman conquest.” It was therefore in Egypt that he wrote a large part of his 
opus, often in Arabic, such as his philosophical masterpiece, Guide for the Per- 
plexed. His many activities left him little time to rest, as he himself wrote to 
Samuel ibn Tibbon—translator of the Guide into Hebrew from the Arabic—in 


1199, that is, a few years after Saladin’s death: 


I dwell at Misr [Fustat] and the sultan resides at al-Qahira [Cairo]; . . . 
My duties to the sultan are very heavy. I am obliged to visit him 
every day, early in the morning; and when he or any of his children, 
or any of the inmates of his harem, are indisposed, I dare not quit al- 
Qahira, but must stay during the greater part of the day in the pal- 
ace. It also frequently happens that one or two royal officers fall sick, 
and I must attend to their healing. Hence, as a rule, I repair to al- 
Qahira very early in the day, and even if nothing unusual happens, 
I do not return to Misr until the afternoon, Then I am almost dying 
with hunger. ...I find the antechambers filled with people, both 
Jews and gentiles, nobles and common people, judges and bailiffs, 
friends and foes—a mixed multitude who await the time of my 
return. 

I dismount from my animal, wash my hands, go forth to my 
patients, and entreat them to bear with me while I partake of some 
slight refreshment, the only meal I take in the twenty-four hours. 
Then I go forth to attend to my patients, and write prescriptions 
and directions for their various ailments. Patients go in and out 
until nightfall, and sometimes even, I solemnly assure you, until 
two hours or more in the night. I converse with and prescribe for 
them while lying down from sheer fatigue; and when night falls, 
I am so exhausted that I can scarcely speak. 

In consequence of this, no Israelite can have any private inter- 
view with me, except on the Sabbath. On that day the whole con- 
gregation, or at least the majority of the members, come to me after 


the morning service, when I instruct them as to their proceedings 
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during the whole week; we study together a little until noon, when 
they depart. Some of them return, and read with me after the after- 


noon service until evening prayers. In this manner I spend that day.” 


Maimonides’ renown was such that, like Saladin, he became a legend. It was 
claimed, for example, that Richard the Lionheart, having heard of his talents, 
appealed to him for medical treatment. Without a doubt, that story originated 
in a biographical entry devoted to the famous philosopher and doctor by a 
thirteenth-century Arab author: 


[Ibn Maymūn] left al-Andalus for Egypt with his family and settled 
in the city of al-Fustāt, within the Jewish community. He openly 
practiced his religion and lived in the neighborhood called al-Masisa.”° 
He earned his living trading in precious stones and other businesses 
of the same kind; people studied the science of the ancients under 
his direction.” This occurred in the last days of the Egyptian Shiite 
dynasty. They wanted to use him, among other doctors, and send 
him to the king of the Franks in Ascalon, who had asked them for 
a doctor. It was he whom they chose, but he refused to participate. 
Then, when the Ghuzz [Turks] reigned in Egypt, and the Shiite dy- 
nasty came to an end, Qadi al-Fadil ‘Abd al-Rahim ibn ‘Ali al-Baysani 
took him under his wing, showed him favor, and allocated a salary 


to him.’8 


On the basis of this account, translated into Latin in 1760—without the pas- 
sage indicating that these events unfolded at the end of the Fatimid dynasty— 
several nineteenth-century authors concluded that this “king of the Franks” 
was Richard the Lionheart, who had fallen ill during his stay in the East. In 
reality, if the reference to the end of the Egyptian dynasty is accurate, it can 
only have been Amalric (r. 1163-1174), who occupied the throne of Jerusalem 
during the interval between Maimonides’ arrival in Egypt and the fall of the 
Fatimids in 1171. That probability is strengthened by the fact that Amalric did 
in fact send for a Christian doctor originally from Cairo.” This, then, is how a 
dual legend came into being: that Richard asked in vain to be treated by Mai- 
monides; and that Saladin sent a doctor to the king of England.*° 
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Under Saladin’s reign, the dhimmis’ situation was not uniform, and the re- 
strictions did not apply to his secretaries and doctors. The circumstances var- 
ied as a function of the community, the region, the evolution of conflicts with 
the Franks, and by social category. In this area as in others, Saladin demon- 
strated his desire to observe religious law faithfully, but on many occasions he 
was also compelled to compromise in the face of reality. He therefore contin- 
ued to use Christians and Jews as secretaries and doctors, while episodically 
recalling the observance of the rules of the dhimma. During his reign, although 
all was not peace and quiet for the dhimmis, who no doubt lost some posses- 
sions and positions permanently, overall they were not prevented from main- 


taining their place and influence in society. 


The State, the Prince, and the Subjects 


“Bahram used to commit tyranny, oppression, and injustice, 
and would not heed counsel. He had a clever vizier who summoned the people 
and said, ‘My advice is that you leave the city for ten days’; and so they left. 
Bahram awoke to find no one in the city, and stood perplexed. His vizier told 
him, “You know well that a king is only a king because of his subjects; if they 
are no subjects, he will become miserable like this. —"What do you advise? — 
‘Change your ways.’ Bahram replied, ‘I swear it, and I repent.’ Then the people 
returned. Know therefore that kingship depends upon the populace.” 

This Persian story, recounted in a twelfth-century Mirror for Princes, en- 
capsulates the image people had of the good Islamic sovereign. “Treating one’s 
subjects well is better than assembling troops,” wrote al-Harawi at about the 
same time.” And in an early twelfth-century treatise, the first part of which is 
attributed to the great thinker al-Ghazali, is this response of Aristotle’s to Alex- 
ander, who had asked the philosopher which was superior, courage or justice: 
“If the king has ruled justly, he does not need courage.” I have already had oc- 
casion to point out the role of justice in the elaboration of the image of the ideal 
sovereign. According to Muslim law, that justice was exercised by qadis named 


by the authorities, but the prince could intervene, especially in administrative 
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matters or abuses of power. Saladin was often solicited by one or another man 
of religion, poet, or grand emir who wished to receive a post or pension, but 
also sometimes by ordinary people demanding the reparation of an injustice. 
He himself once complained to al-Fadil that he was being endlessly pestered by 
these requests. As his advisers reminded him, the favor that God granted to a 
prince by choosing him above others had a price, that of treating his subjects 
well, guaranteeing the rule of justice, preventing oppression and tyranny, and 
ensuring obedience to God’s commandments. Saladin sometimes had diffi- 
culty compelling respect for those commandments even within his own ad- 
ministration. Did not the satirist al-Wahrani complain that his money was sto- 
len by a corrupt official? He said he had seen Saladin in a dream and that the 
sultan had listened to his grievance but that, urged to expedite the matter, Sala- 
din had ordered the compensation paid in pomegranates, that is, in “funny 
money.” That barely veiled criticism of the sultan stands in contrast to the 
image usually conveyed by his panegyrists. 


Saladin’s Reforms 


Assuring the subjects’ well-being was possible only with a healthy and efficient 
administration. Saladin paid a great deal of attention to his own because the 
collection of taxes—in other words, the “sinews of war’—rested on it. Of all his 
territories, it was Egypt that provided him with the bulk of the resources neces- 
sary for constructing his many military and religious buildings and for financ- 
ing his army and his military campaigns. Egypt also provided Saladin with 
a well-structured administrative organization, which he simply adapted to the 
growing needs of his army. Under the Fatimids, the administration was divided 
into different bureaus, or diwans; the most important were those concerned 
with financial affairs, the army, and the chancery.’ Saladin retained the diwan of 
the chancery and of the army, granting increased importance to the latter, and 
regrouped financial affairs into an office of the treasury called Bayt al-Mal or 
Diwan al-Mal. To oversee the activities of all the bureaus, there was an “inspec- 
tor of diwdns,” and perhaps even already an “emir of diwdns,” that is, a member 
of the military charged with aiding officials to collect taxes and to inspire the 
respect of the powerful.° 

Saladin, who had been vizier to the last Fatimid caliph, was intelligent 


enough to take back into his service former Fatimid officials trained in the 
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complex workings of the Egyptian administration. As their superior, Qadi al- 
Fadil took his role as head of the chancery very much to heart. In practice, he 
acted as a true vizier, though he never bore that title. He was responsible for 
managing the entire budget and for drawing up official documents. For on- 
going affairs, in Saladin’s absence the documents were signed by his representa- 
tive in Egypt, his nephew Taqi al-Din or his brother al-Adil. Nevertheless, the 
most important documents were sent to him so that he could inscribe his 
‘alama: “Praise be to God, my assistance is in Him,” a motto that all the Ayyubid 
sultans of Egypt after him also used.’ 

Al-Fadil was not the only one who served the Fatimids and then the Ayyu- 
bids, and it was often on his recommendation that other high officials from the 
Shiite dynasty entered Saladin’s service and close circle.* Among the best known 
were members of the al-Makhzimi and Banū Mammiati families, which pro- 
duced the authors of two important administrative and fiscal treatises.? One of 
these works includes, in addition to a great deal of information on agricul- 
tural production and administrative organization, a list of Egyptian communes, 
based on a cadastral survey that Saladin had drawn up between 1176 and 1181. 
Such cadastres, which were needed to ascertain the surface area of farmlands so 
as to verify their legal status and estimate their fiscal yield, had existed in Egypt 
for centuries. Theoretically, they were to be taken every thirty years, but in 
reality, between the Arab conquest and the arrival of the Ottomans, the Arab 
sources record only six surveys of that kind. Saladin’s was the fourth, and the 
oldest to have come down to us (in part).” The fact that Saladin gave the order 
to draw up the new cadastre, some seventy years after the one the Fatimids had 
done, attests to the importance of the Egyptian legacy in his policy. But also and 
above all, it attests to his desire to know the exact condition of the lands in that 
country, so as to decide how and on what basis to redistribute them to his close 
circle and emirs. 

Other reforms of the same kind were undertaken in Egypt from the be- 
ginning of his reign. On the advice of his Egyptian administrators, he ordered 
an adjustment in the calendar for collecting the real estate tax called the 
kharaj. That tax, which provided the Egyptian treasury with most of its re- 
ceipts, was levied proportionally on harvested crops and paid in coin or in 
kind, at a rate that varied depending on the nature and yield of the land under 
cultivation. The tax base was established in September, during the flooding of 
the Nile. The “kharāj year” followed the Coptic solar calendar, so that tax col- 
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lection would occur every year in the same season, when the crops were ripe. 
The Hegira calendar was shorter than the Coptic calendar, resulting in an eleven- 
day gap every year. Approximately every thirty-three years, therefore, an ad- 
justment of one year was made between the khardj year and the Hegira year, 
to restore the concordance of dates and to avoid confusion. The kharaj year 
was pushed up a year—or sometimes two, when the adjustment had not been 
made at the proper time. When Saladin took power, the last adjustment dated 
from the year 501 A.H. (1107-1108). Sixty years later, in 567 (1171-1172), it was de- 
cided that a two-year adjustment would be made in the khardj year, so that 
it would correspond to the Hegira year, and al-Fadil drew up a decree to that 
effect.” 

In the fiscal domain, Saladin eliminated the noncanonical taxes (mukiis), 
thus depriving the public treasury of a large source of revenues. These illegal 
taxes entailed both customs duties—not recognized by Islamic law but never- 
theless applied from the Umayyad era on—and the many taxes on artisanal 
production, commercial transactions, and on some profitable immovable goods 
such as gardens, kilns, baths, and mills. Those that Saladin abolished in Cairo in 
1171 had provided the state with some hundred thousand dinars per year.” The 
problem had already arisen under Nir al-Din’s reign in Syria. Once, Nur al-Din 
had communicated to Shirkih his intention to eliminate the illegal taxes, and 
Shirkih had replied: “Master, if you do so, where will you find the money to 
compensate the troops, who are paid with these taxes? And you need them for 
raids and military expeditions.” That reply had not sufficed to persuade Nir 
al-Din to give up his plan. 

Saladin made up for that financial loss in part by reorganizing the collec- 
tion of the zakdt, the legal alms levied on the possessions of Muslims (precious 
metals, merchandise, livestock, cereals, and fruit) beyond the tax-free thresh- 
old. The historian al-Magrizi says that Saladin was the first to introduce the 
zakat in Egypt.” In reality, it must be understood that he was the first to orga- 
nize its collection at the state level, since in theory every Muslim could him- 
self distribute the zakdt to those for whom it was intended, namely, the most 
underprivileged, volunteers for the holy war, and travelers. The advantage of the 
system imposed by Saladin is that part of the money collected could thus be 
used by the public treasury for financing the jihad—for building up the fleet in 
particular—or for various charitable institutions. The traveler Ibn Jubayr notes 


that in Alexandria in 1183, three-eighths of the zakāt on precious metals went to 


[ 421 ] 


EO VE) 2 NAO INCE OB 





the state, which is to say, nearly 40 percent, the rest being allocated to pious 
and charitable foundations.” 


Another of Saladin’s major reforms was the reorganization of the Egyptian iqta‘. 
“From the reign of Sultan Salah al-Din Yūsūfibn Ayyub until our own time, the 
lands of Egypt in its entirety were distributed as igta‘s to the sultan, his emirs, 
and his troops,” writes al-Maqrizi, who suggests thereby that Saladin played a 
decisive role in the universalization and militarization of that remunerative 
system. The military iqta‘ was widespread in the East from the tenth century 
on and had been present in Egypt since the Fatimid period. This iqta‘ made it 
possible to remunerate the emirs by granting them the right to levy taxes on a 
land or locality in exchange for their military service, but without giving them 
any rights over the land itself or the people who lived there. In that essential re- 
spect, it differed from the Western fief.” For the duration of fighting, each emir 
had to equip and maintain troops with his own income. The number of troops 
varied as a function of the value of the iqtāã‘. Often iqta‘ holders also obtained 
large-scale administrative powers over the region entrusted to them, in Syria 
more than in Egypt. Saladin himself held lands for the maintenance of his 
troops, and al-Magrizi’s remark suggests that they too were considered iqta‘s.'® 

One of Saladin’s first measures in Egypt was therefore the confiscation of 
the lands held by the Fatimid officers and by the black and Armenian troops, 
which he redistributed as iqta‘s to his own emirs and his close circle. His family 
was the first to benefit. His father, Ayyūb, was given Alexandria, Damietta, 
and the western region of the Delta, whereas Saladin’s brother Tiranshah re- 
ceived Qus, Aswan, and ‘Aydhab in Upper Egypt, along with a few other dis- 
tricts. Tūrānshāh thereby earned more than 266,000 dinars per year. His younger 
brother, Būrī, who had received the region of Fayyūm as an iqtã‘, earned about 
a hundred thousand dinars annually. When Saladin entrusted the governance 
of Egypt to his nephew Taqi al-Din in 1184, he gave him al-‘Adil’s former posses- 
sions, that is, Alexandria and Damietta, as igtd‘s, as well as outright possession of 
various other regions, which assured him a total revenue of more than seven 
hundred thousand dinars. 

Saladin’s emirs, though they did not earn such large sums, also received 


major igta‘s. In Syria, beginning under Nur al-Din’s reign, iqta‘s had gradually 
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become hereditary. In addition, though the sovereign theoretically reserved 
the right to exchange or confiscate his emirs’ iqta‘s, in practice Saladin never 
abused that right,”” which earned him the support of the great families of emirs. 
Upon his death, however, some of these families turned against his successors, 


who had to do battle more than once to impose their authority. 


The large military construction projects, as well as the foundation and upkeep 
of the new pious establishments, were very expensive. To finance them, Sala- 
din allocated, as waqfs, the old buildings rented by the state and the Fatimid 
emirs, usually residences and shops.” New measures were also taken with 
regard to the monetary system. Precious metals were sorely lacking in late 
twelfth-century Egypt. “If a golden dinar were mentioned, it was as though a 
jealous husband’s wife were talked about in his presence, and if a dinar came to 
a man’s hand it came as an earnest of paradise,” writes al-Maqrizi, describing 
the monetary situation of the time.” In the eleventh century and through the 
first third of the twelfth, Fatimid gold coinage had maintained a weight very 
close to the legal standard (4.233 grams) and an excellent alloy (more than 98 
percent gold). That was part of the reason that the Crusaders, upon settling in 
the East, had struck a coin imitating the Fatimid dinar that the Arab authors 
call the sūrī dinar (“Sūr” was the Arabic name for Tyre). Nevertheless, the po- 
litical and economic problems affecting Egypt at the end of the Fatimids’ reign, 
the size of military expenditures, and the depletion of the gold reserves from 
the tombs of pharaohs and, especially, from Nubian mines, had led to a serious 
dinar crisis in Egypt even before Saladin’s arrival. 

As for the Egyptian silver coinage (the dirham), it had been devalued in 
the eleventh century, no doubt because silver was becoming increasingly rare 
and the demand for it was growing. The coins were only 30 percent silver, the 
rest being copper. These dirhams were commonly called “black” dirhams, or 
waraq, and usually it took between thirty-three and forty “black” dirhams to 
make a dinar, whereas the exchange rate for the Syrian dirham, made of an al- 
loy of higher purity, was about ten to twelve dirhams for an Egyptian dinar. In 
the twelfth century, however, the minting of gold and silver in Syria had di- 
minished appreciably, the fineness of the coinage had dropped, particularly for 


silver coins, and copper coins had entered general use.” 
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After Saladin took power in Egypt, he continued to issue dinars, with a 
weight that was probably lower than that of the Fatimid dinars, and he now 
had his name and that of the Abbasid caliph inscribed on them. But above all, 
he sought to revaluate the silver coinage, and the dirhams struck in Damascus 
under his reign were again of excellent purity. In 1187 he attempted to replace 
the Fatimid “black” dirham in Egypt, introducing a new dirham called al- 
ndsirt (from his title “al-Nāsir”), which was closer to the Syrian dirham. Never- 
theless, good and bad coinage continued to circulate side by side, with the 
black dirham being used for small transactions in Egypt, the role played in 
Syria by copper coins.” 

Coinage was not just the vehicle for commercial exchanges. It also had an 
important political and symbolic value, since on it was inscribed the legiti- 
macy and hierarchical status of the authorities. In addition to the place and 
date minted, in fact, was the name of the sovereign whose power was ac- 
knowledged and that of the caliph, the supreme authority and successor to the 
Prophet, without whose backing no ruler could remain on the throne. The 
power hierarchy was also expressed in the issuance of the coinage itself. In 
Saladin’s time and in that of his successors, the minting of gold was still re- 
served for Egypt. Two exceptions confirm that rule. The first was the issuance 
of dinars in Yemen between 1177 and 1188, a sign no doubt of the difficulty in 
controlling a territory relatively distant from the center of power. One of these 
dinars, struck in 573 A.H. (1177-1178), even bore Taranshah’s name instead of 
Saladin’s, with the title “king of Yemen.” What are we to think of that surpris- 
ing sign of independence? At the time, Saladin’s brother had already returned 
to Syria; he therefore cannot be suspected of personal ambition. Was it one of 
the governors he left behind who thought it advisable to thus proclaim his 
autonomy? Were these dinars genuine? Were they counterfeited later by a 
member of the Ayyubid family wishing to legitimate his desire for indepen- 
dence?** For the moment, nothing permits us to answer these questions. One 
thing is clear: from 576 (1180-1181) on, Yemenite dinars again bore Saladin’s 
name.” All the Ayyubid gold coins also had the name of the Prophet on them, 
followed by a verse from the Koran asserting the superiority of the Muslim 
religion, in accordance with the practice used for the Fatimid dinars: Muham- 
mad, Prophet of God who “sent . . . [him] with guidance and the Faith of Truth, 
so that He may exalt it above all religions, much as the pagans may dislike it” 
(Koran 61:9). 
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The second exception to Egypt’s monopoly on the minting of gold coinage 
was a dinar issued by Saladin in Damascus in 1187, which must no doubt be 
linked to his desire to celebrate his victory over the Franks. Although the re- 
serves of Egyptian gold remained larger than those of Syria, the fact that no 
other Syrian dinars were struck can be explained only by the political will to 
reserve the issuance of gold coins for the seat of power, that is, for Egypt. 

Dirhams, by contrast, were struck in Saladin’s name in all the major cities 
of his states. In Aleppo, beginning in 1183, a new type of dirham came into be- 
ing. It bore a six-pointed star, or Solomon’s seal, with the inscription appearing 
inside and around the image. That motif, which also existed on a few of Sala- 
din’s Mesopotamian dirhams and on the Artukid coinage of Upper Mesopota- 
mia, was characteristic of Aleppine currency throughout the Ayyubid period. 
Conversely, in Damascus, Homs, and Hama, Saladin introduced a dirham 
whose central inscription appeared in a square, itself surrounded by subsidiary 
inscriptions.” The comparison made between Saladin and Solomon was fa- 
vored by the importance granted to Jerusalem but also, no doubt, by the Ko- 
ranic verses relating Solomon’s battle against the kingdom of Sheba. Sheba had 
wandered from the straight path and had stood up to Solomon, before finally 
recognizing his authority (Koran 27:22-44). Did not Saladin likewise reproach 
the Aleppines for having joined with the enemies of Islam and for having op- 
posed his domination, only to ultimately submit? It is not impossible—though 
the sources remain silent on the subject—that, for this reason, Saladin chose to 
have the seal of the king of Jerusalem appear on the Aleppine coinage that now 
bore his name.” 

Equally unusual were the copper coins struck in Saladin’s name, on which 
figural representations appeared. Such coins were relatively rare in the medi- 
eval Islamic world. Those from the twelfth century that have come down to us 
are copper coins minted in central and eastern Anatolia or in northern Meso- 
potamia, first on the model of Byzantine copper coins, and later in imitation 
of other pre-Islamic coins—Greek, Roman, Parthian, or Sassanid.** In Aleppo as 
well, a copper coin was struck in 1175-1176 with the name of al-Malik al-Salih 
and a head crowned with a diadem.” On copper coinage from Nisibin, issued 
in 1182-1183, a bust is represented, its head topped with a Sassanid-style crown; 
the figure wears no beard, and the hair hangs in two sidelocks.*° Appearing on 
other coins dating from 1190, with no indication of where they were struck, is 


a figure seated cross-legged on a low, square-backed throne and wearing a 
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turban, in exactly the same position as certain distinguished figures repre- 
sented on Eastern miniatures from the late twelfth century. That is, the left 
hand is placed on the left thigh, and the right hand, brought to the chest, holds 
an object that could be a cup or globe.™ On some of these copper coins, Sala- 
din’s name appears with that of the Abbasid caliph al-Nāsir li-Dīn Allāh or that 
of a local governor. Sometimes two busts are represented, which confirms that 
these figures were in no way portraits of Saladin but were merely reproducing 


much older monetary models. 


Saladin, then, far from obliterating the achievements of his predecessors and 
starting over, knew how to use and adapt them to his needs, while imposing 
the necessary political and financial reforms. In having his name and that of 
the Abbasid caliph inscribed on coinage, and by introducing new numismatic 
models, he asserted his power and legitimacy. The drop in receipts resulting 
from the elimination of the noncanonical taxes were in part made up through 
monetary reform, a new system for collecting the zakat, and the takeover of 
revenues from Fatimid rentals. The confiscation of lands that had belonged to 
the supporters of the deposed dynasty, the establishment of a new cadastre, the 
adjustment of the khardj year, and the institution of the jayshi dinar allowed for 
a better exploitation of Egyptian resources and the redistribution of lands to 
Saladin’s supporters. The aim of all these reforms was less to reorganize the 
administration to the advantage of Egypt than to find money for the sultan’s 
jihad and obtain the support of his faithful. 


Difficulties Balancing the Budget 


These measures, however, were not sufficient to cover the considerable mili- 
tary expenses incurred by Saladin. Al-Fadil was well aware of this, regretting 
that the Egyptian economy was so often squeezed and the public treasury ane- 
mic. In 1189 he estimated the total receipts of Egypt at 4,653,019 dinars. Of that, 
the share of military expenditures (for compensating the regular armies and 
the emirs, Arab auxiliaries, and volunteers, and for restoring the fortifications) 
amounted to about 84 percent, that is, 3,917,075 dinars. Most of the rest was 


used for the operations of the administrative bureaus and for the pensions of 
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jurists and men of religion.” That is an indication of the exorbitant cost of the 
military campaigns and the large burden borne by Egypt. In early 1184, al-Fadil 
complained to Saladin that he could no longer control the surge in extraordi- 
nary expenses. How were they to find the money to pay military leaders re- 
turning from expeditions, who had been promised increases in their incomes; 
the merchants who submitted letters of credit against the public treasuries; the 
emirs in his entourage or the royal family on whom favors had to be lavished; 
and especially, the soldiers in the army? How much longer, Saladin’s faithful 
adviser wondered anxiously, could Egypt spend nearly seventeen thousand di- 
nars a day?” 

The situation hardly improved over the years. In 1189, in reply to ‘Imad 
al-Din, who complained of his difficulties in Syria, al-Fadil said that, had ‘Imad 
al-Din been able to see the impoverished state of Egypt and its inhabitants, he 
would realize that the problems of Damascus were only a drop in the ocean.** 
The following year, al-Fadil also observed that communications were cut off, 
the markets and commerce in ruins. Egypt, he said, had lost its gold, and it was 
only owing to the mediocre quality of the dirhams that they too had not yet 
disappeared. Saladin spent the money of Egypt to conquer Syria, the money of 
Syria to conquer al-Jazira, and the money of all of them to conquer the coast.” 
In 1191 events seemed to prove al-Fadil right, since not enough money could be 
found to continue paying the volunteers in the holy war. 

It is clear that Saladin’s battles against his Muslim neighbors and then 
against the Franks were very expensive. His policy in that area creates the 
impression that he was continually rushing forward. By extending himself, he 
hoped to increase his revenues and to receive money from his new vassals to 
conduct his jihad. In reality, his expenses grew constantly and his receipts fell. 
Various factors were involved: the elimination of the noncanonical taxes; the 
pillaging by his army (as in Acre in 1187); the poorly organized collection of 
ransoms (during the taking of Jerusalem); his family’s debts, which he some- 
times had to pay off (two hundred thousand dinars for his brother Tairanshah); 
and a lack of foresight—some would say excessive generosity—that impelled 
him to let the Franks leave with their possession or to distribute everything to 
his emirs and entourage. Several members of his close circle would have liked 
to set aside a little money for the days to come, but it was not to be. Al“Adil 
himself asserted that, after the taking of Jerusalem, he gave his brother seventy 


thousand dinars, which, in a single night, Saladin distributed to the devout 
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around him. His brother had to send him another thirty thousand the next 
morning. Ibn Shaddad also recounts that, of the two hundred and twenty thou- 
sand dinars collected in Jerusalem, there was nothing left four weeks later; and 
another historian asserts that Saladin distributed three hundred thousand di- 
nars to the ulemas, and that the emirs pocketed part of the money.*® 

In praise of his generosity, Saladin’s panegyrists report many anecdotes 
that attest to a total absence of foresight in the area of budget management. 
Many around Saladin took advantage of that weakness, as ‘Imad al-Din con- 
fides: “Of the first trip [in 1176] that I took with him to Egypt—where | arrived 
at the sweet and pure source of his favor—I shall relate this: the head of his 
dīwān was supposed to supply the accounts for his administration. The account 
was closed on seventy thousand dinars that he still owed, but the sultan did not 
demand them or make any mention of them. I have a notion that the sultan 
took no notice of them because the head of the diwan had not repudiated his 
debt; because Saladin approved of those deeds that were performed spontane- 
ously and sincerely, and which produced something agreeable and sweet; and 
because everything he spent was in the interest of liberality and holy war, and 
on behalf of those who made an appeal to him.”*” 


The Armies and the Fleet 


Saladin’s victories over the Franks might suggest at first glance that he had a 
very powerful army. Yet it never managed to become as large as that of the Fati- 
mids, which is reported to have numbered some forty thousand cavalrymen 
and more than thirty thousand black foot soldiers.** The Fatimid army was in 
great part broken up in 1169 with the elimination of the black and Armenian 
troops, and was replaced by another, different in size and composition.” At first, 
Saladin’s army was composed primarily of the troops that Nar al-Din had sent 
from Syria under Shīrkūh’s command: two thousand cavalrymen from the 
regular Syrian army and five to six thousand Turkoman cavalrymen, recruited 
by Shirkth with the two hundred thousand dinars that Nir al-Din had given 
him. Shirkth and the emirs who accompanied him also set out in the company 
of their own troops.“ In all, then, there were some eight to nine thousand Turk- 
ish or Kurdish cavalrymen. Not all of them remained in Egypt after Saladin was 
appointed vizier in 1169. Several emirs who opposed his appointment returned 


to Syria, taking with them their men and probably some of the Turkomans. 
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Saladin rapidly had to make up for that loss by recruiting a personal guard of 
a thousand men and redistributing the Egyptian iqtd‘s to his close circle and 
emirs to allow them to raise troops in Egypt. 

Thanks to al-Fadil’s invaluable journal, we know that in September 1171, 
during a review of Saladin’s troops, the cavalry counted some fourteen thou- 
sand men. If that number is accurate, it would mean that, within a few months, 
Saladin had almost doubled the number of cavalrymen at his disposal. That 
growth can be explained only if he incorporated what was left of the Fatimid 
army and recruited auxiliary troops composed of Arab Bedouins. Al-Fadil adds 
that, on that parade day, of the seven thousand Bedouins who were serving in 
the army, Saladin retained only thirteen hundred. All these cavalrymen were 
divided into 147 contingents (tulb), composed of from seventy to two hundred 
men. Since about twenty other contingents were unable to present themselves 
that day, the army must have had in all some sixteen thousand cavalrymen, in- 
cluding auxiliaries. The regular cavalry must have ranged between ten and 
twelve thousand men.“ They did not all possess the same strike power, how- 
ever. The cavalrymen called tawdshi, who were heavily armed and very well 
paid (between seven hundred and twelve hundred dinars a year), are to be dis- 
tinguished from the much more lightly armed cavalrymen (qaraghuldm). In 1177, 
during the Battle of Montgisard (defeat of Ramla), William of Tyre made the 
same observation: “Wishing to ascertain the actual facts, I made a careful inves- 
tigation of the enemy’s numbers and, from the narratives of many trustworthy 
people, found that twenty-six thousand light-armed cavalry, in addition to 
others mounted on camels and beasts of burden, had entered our territory. Of 
these, eight thousand belonged to those splendid soldiers called in their own 
language toassin; the other eighteen thousand were the common knights known 
as caragolam. A thousand of the most valiant knights acted as a bodyguard to 
Saladin. All these wore yellow silk over their breastplates, the color that Saladin 
himself bore.” 

The large number of cavalrymen mentioned here, even if exaggerated, can 
probably be explained by the presence of Bedouins recruited for the occasion. 
As for the heavy cavalry in the regular army, the number advanced by William 
of Tyre is fairly close to that of the Arab sources. In 1181, for example, when 
Saladin ordered an assessment of the Egyptian igta‘s and of the regular troops 
they were able to maintain, 8,640 cavalrymen were counted, including 111 emirs, 


6,976 heavy cavalrymen, and 1,553 light cavalrymen.*’ For Shirkuh’s army in 
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1167, William of Tyre had already estimated the number of heavily armed cav- 
alrymen at 9,000, alongside the 3,000 light cavalrymen armed with bows and 
arrows, and the Bedouin troops.** The figures provided by the History of the 
Patriarchs are also in the range of 10,000 cavalrymen, but with a sharp drop in 
the number of heavy cavalrymen: at Saladin’s death, his army reportedly had 
4,000 tawdshi and 6,000 qaraghulam.* Must that be seen as the sign of a weak- 
ening of the Egyptian army toward the end of Saladin’s reign? It would be 
unwise to make that assertion based on this evidence alone. In addition to 
these cavalrymen there were also the foot soldiers, whose strength is difficult 
to assess. Their role in Saladin’s army was much less important than it had 
been in the Fatimid army, and the sources therefore say relatively little about 
them.*° 

In addition to these Egyptian soldiers, Saladin’s army integrated troops 
from Syria as he extended his control over that region. Estimating their num- 
ber, however, is more difficult than in the case of Egypt. In the first quarter of 
the thirteenth century, the Arab authors speak of five thousand cavalrymen for 
northern Syria alone. If we take into account the efforts by the Ayyubid sover- 
eign of that region to increase the size of the army in the early thirteenth cen- 
tury, it is reasonable to think that, between 1183 and 1193, Saladin’s army in 
Syria, his own troops, and those of his emirs must have amounted to at least 
five thousand cavalrymen and probably more.” Although it is true that not all 
of them could be mobilized in a single place and time—garrisons had to be 
kept in the principal cities—on several occasions Saladin also received rein- 
forcements from Upper Mesopotamia, though there again, it is difficult to esti- 
mate the exact number, probably a few thousand. Under these conditions, how 
many men in all could Saladin line up to do battle against the Franks? If we had 
to choose just one figure, it would be that of the largest army he ever succeeded 
in assembling, on the eve of the Battle of Hattin, namely, some twelve thou- 
sand career cavalrymen.** But that assembling of troops was the exception, and 
the armies led by Saladin rarely surpassed a few thousand cavalrymen. 

In addition, that army remained heterogeneous in its ethnic composition, 
which sometimes led to conflicts among the troops. In Egypt, despite the purges 
of 1169, Berber and black contingents continued to serve as foot soldiers. Simi- 
larly, the Kinaniyya Arabs were still a presence,” but on the whole the Egyp- 
tian and Syrian troops were now dominated by the Kurds and Turks. The most 


numerous were the Turks, whether originally free or emancipated slaves, soldiers 
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in the regular army or seminomadic Turkomans. But the Kurds also played 
an important role, since they often occupied posts at the top of the chain of 
command. That ethnic diversity of Saladin’s army is clearly underscored by the 
author of the History of the Patriarchs, when he says that in 1191, before executing 
the Muslim combatants taken prisoner in Acre, the Franks separated the contin- 
gents by “race” (jins): the Kinaniyya Arabs, the blacks (Sadan), the Kurds, and the 
Turks (Ghuzz).*° 


Even as he reorganized the land army, Saladin also set about rebuilding the 
Egyptian fleet. In that part of the Muslim world, Egypt was the only country to 
possess a fleet, which, in the early Fatimid period, had allowed it to fight with 
some success against the Byzantine and Italian fleets. In the time of Caliph al- 
Mu‘izz (r. 953—975), that fleet is said to have counted several hundred vessels,” 
but by the end of the Fatimids’ reign, it was composed of only about a hundred 
ships, battle galleys and transport vessels combined.” At that time, Egypt pos- 
sessed four arsenals or naval construction sites. The ones in Alexandria and 
Damietta had existed since the Byzantine era;” in Cairo, the first arsenal, founded 
on Rawda Island in 673-674, had been replaced in 937 by a second one located 
on the banks of al-Fustat. That one remained active until the early fourteenth 
century; but in the late tenth century, the Fatimids had founded a new one in 
al-Mags, northwest of Cairo. There was also a workshop adjacent to the Fatimid 
palaces where the military equipment for the fleet was produced, and which 
used many Frankish prisoners. In al-Fustat as in al-Magqs, a pavilion had been 
set up to allow the caliph and his vizier to witness the fleet's departure. During 
the great fire of al-Fustat in 1186, the ships moored at the city’s port were likely 
destroyed, but the Egyptian fleet as a whole was not demolished, since other 
vessels must have been in the ports of al-Mags, Alexandria, or Damietta at the 
time. 

In his first expeditions to Egypt, Saladin was able to assess the importance 
the fleet could have in battles against the Franks. For example, under heavy 
siege in Alexandria in 1167, he had to resign himself, once the truce was con- 
cluded, to negotiating the return of the Syrian wounded on Frankish ships. 
After he took power in 1169, he was faced with a naval attack by the Byzantines 


and Franks against Damietta; then, on five different occasions between 1174 
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and 1181, his armies prevented the Sicilians or Franks from disembarking on 
the Egyptian coast. During these battles, imposing fleets, possibly as many as 
280 ships, were mobilized by the Christians, while the Muslims defended 
themselves solely on land, a sign that the Egyptian fleet was not large enough 
to confront the enemy. In 1174 Sicilian vessels entered the port of Alexandria 
without real difficulty, and the Muslims were reduced to sinking the few war- 
ships moored there to keep the Sicilians from seizing them.** The caliph of 
Baghdad himself was aware of that weakness of the Muslim army: in 1175, in 
the letter he sent to Saladin to give him his investiture, the caliph strongly 
urged him to expand the fleet to defend the strongholds on the coast. 


There is no doubt that the fleet must be developed and strength- 
ened, since that is the weapon to which one turns to put an end to 
misfortune and to increase the number of slaves of both sexes. That 
army is the sister to Solomon’s army. The latter sails on the wind’s 
back,” and the former on the sea’s back. May its “horses” be able to 
sail and be filled with zeal... . When they clear a path, they will be 
compared to a mountain enveloped by clouds; when their shape is 
observed, it will be said that they resemble crescent moons guided 
by the stars. Such “horses” require that the top price be paid, that 
commanders be found in great number, and that an emir with great 
power be placed at their head, one who will embark on the sea and 
follow the sea lanes, and who will not perish from ignorance but will 


prevail by his experience.”® 


In March 1177, having installed his power in Syria, Saladin went to inspect 
the ports of Damietta and Alexandria and gave the order to build and arm 
large numbers of ships.” The main obstacle to constituting a fleet in Egypt was 
the lack of wood, iron, and pitch, indispensable materials for building ships and 
for making them watertight. Like the Fatimids before him, Saladin had no re- 
course but to buy them from Western merchants, Italians in particular. When, 
in the early years of his reign, he sent his ambassador to Frederick Barbarossa, 
Saladin gave the ambassador the task of buying, in Europe, everything he judged 
necessary for the construction of the fleet.” And the main objective of the trea- 
ties he concluded with the Italian merchants from 1173 on was to secure sup- 


plies of these strategic raw materials. 
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Some time later, probably in about 1181,” to mark the importance he granted 
the fleet, Saladin created a special diwan responsible for maintaining it. Among 
the means allocated were revenues from the region of Fayyim,” from the sale 
of natron (a natural crystallized sodium carbonate whose exploitation could 
yield between eight and fifteen thousand dinars, depending on the year),” and 
the revenues confiscated from a large number of rural properties, formerly set 
up as waqfs by the Fatimid vizier, Badr al-Jamali, on behalf of his heirs. In 1191— 
1192, while the siege under way in Acre was making clear the inferiority of the 
Muslim fleet, the revenues from the zakāt of al-Fustat, namely, fifty thousand 
dinars a year, were added. That measure was justified by the fact that volunteers 
for the holy war could in theory be the beneficiaries of the zakāt.® Al-‘Adil was 
officially appointed to head that diwan, whose management he entrusted to the 
man who would later become his vizier, Safi al-Din Ibn Shukr. 

In addition to the difficulty finding money and a regular supply of wood 
and iron, the Egyptian fleet also ran into the problem of manpower. The Egyp- 
tians seem not to have been very good sailors in the Ayyubid period, any more 
than they were in the Fatimid era, no doubt because of the meager wages they 
were paid.” From the beginning of his reign, Saladin decided to compensate 
the crews better to boost recruitment.® Al-Magrizi has a tendency to embel- 
lish somewhat the image of sailors in the Fatimid period and under Saladin’s 
reign, when they were called the “jihad warriors on the path of God.” Accord- 
ing to him, it was only after Saladin’s death that the fleet deteriorated to the 
point that sailors were recruited only when an expedition was in the planning 
stage. In that case, they were taken at random, from anywhere, and were chained 
up for fear they would flee. Their reputation was so bad that the word “sailor” 
itself became an insult.® In reality, even in Saladin’s time, the ship crews did 
not have a very good reputation. In 1187, for example, when about ten ships in 
Acre and a few others from the ports of Beirut and Jubayl were brought in to 
reinforce the siege of Tyre, ‘Imad al-Din recounts: 


The sailors caught sight of the Franks’ galleys outdistancing them so 
as to turn and attack and preparing to deal them a death blow. These 
were sailors recruited in Egypt. Their hearts were frightened by 
what was before their eyes, so they threw themselves into the water, 
fearing for their lives on the sea. They retreated straight toward 
land. . . . That abrupt setback, that striking lapse, demonstrated that 
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Saladin’s delegates in Egypt had not attended properly to the fleet 
and had not organized the recruitment as they ought to have done. 
They had merely assembled an anonymous, ignorant, and unknown 
mob, an obviously incompetent throng, neither trained in war nor 
experienced. Necessarily, when they thought of fighting, they were 
afraid; constrained to obey, these sailors were unable to do so. One of 
our galleys, which seemed like a small mountain, was commanded 
by the lord of Jubayl with experienced and bold sailors, without cow- 
ardice or caprice; its defense continued on with weaponry; with its 
sail, it flew as if on wings; it outstripped the enemy and escaped. Far 
from being caught, its noble crew was saved, and that was their point 


of pride. 


That report clearly indicates that Egyptian sailors were not always profes- 
sionals but rather men recruited for the occasion, largely inexperienced and 
often even undesirable. In 1168, for example, sailors joined the blacks in looting 
the houses of al-Fustat after the city’s fire.” That last-minute recruitment sys- 
tem was already practiced in Egypt during the previous centuries: on the eve 
of an expedition, a call to arms went out, and volunteers were signed up and 
paid for the expedition’s duration.® To put an end to that inefficient organiza- 
tion, Saladin created the diwan of the fleet to finance ship construction but 
also no doubt the training of professional sailors. Nevertheless, he did not have 
time to reap its benefits, and his reform was not continued by his successors. 

In the Islamic countries of the Mediterranean periphery, only the Maghrebis 
had the reputation for being excellent sailors. There is nothing surprising about 
that, once we realize that the Almohad dynasty considerably strengthened 
its fleet, so that it could resist Christian pressures in the Mediterranean and in 
the Atlantic.” The presence of Maghrebi sailors in the Egyptian fleet is attested 
many times. On March 19, 1177, upon leaving the Egyptian cities of the coast, 
Saladin wrote a letter to his brother Tiranshah, telling him he had concerned 
himself with the fleet and its crews: “Men have been collected whom bad ad- 
ministration dispersed in the past, including a number of Maghribis, whom the 
enemy fear.”’° The boat crews sent to the Red Sea in 1183 to counter Reginald 
of Chatillon’s offensive, as well as those that participated in the siege of Tyre 
in 1187, also included Maghrebis.” Finally, the principal objective of the em- 
bassy Saladin sent to the Almohad caliph in 1190 was to obtain the aid of his 
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fleet: “What is expected of that noble government, in its energy, full of vigi- 
lance and authority, and in its zeal guided by heaven, is that the Muslim West 
should aid the Muslims even more than the infidel West aids the infidels. It must 
cover the sea with its vessels, mobile mountains and cities that, black as night, 
navigate with their sails bright as day: they will bring hope to us, their brothers 
in Islam, and death to our enemies.””” 

About fifty years later, the Andalusian writer Ibn Sa‘id, who stayed for a 
time in the Egyptian capital, confirmed the good reputation of the Maghrebi 
sailors: “The poor do not have to fear being detained to serve in the navy, ex- 
cept the Maghrebis, for whom it is an obligation because of their knowledge 
of navigation. That obligation has been extended to all Maghrebis, whether or 
not they are versed in navigation. Upon their arrival, two cases arise: if the 
Maghrebi is rich, he is required to pay the tithe, and he is tormented to such a 
point that he ultimately flees the city; if, on the contrary, he is penniless, he is 
thrown into prison until the season when the fleet sets sail.”” 

Saladin’s efforts were not in vain. In 1179, two years after the start of recon- 
struction of the fleet, al-Fadil was already pleased with the results obtained and 
noted with pride that the number of boats had doubled and now amounted to 
sixty galleys and twenty taridas,” constituting a fleet slightly smaller than that 
of the last Fatimids. Success was not long in coming. In May-June, and then in 
October 1179, two naval attacks conducted by the Egyptians against the Frank- 
ish coast allowed the Muslims to sink a number of enemy boats and to take 
booty and many prisoners.” In 1180 Saladin sent ships off the coast of Beirut 
but did not manage to seize the city. In late 1182, while he was besieging Sinjar, 
he learned that an Egyptian fleet had seized a Frankish ship transporting car- 
penters and a cargo of wood destined for Acre.” Similarly, in spring 1183, off the 
coast of Egypt, an Egyptian ship intercepted a Frankish vessel transporting 
weapons destined for the Latin states. The Muslims took control of the mer- 
chandise and of the men.” That same year, the Egyptian fleet had another vic- 
tory, rapidly wiping out the ships Reginald of Chatillon had sent to the Red 
Sea, a success, it must be said, that was also attributable to the small number of 
Frankish ships mobilized. 

Although the Egyptian fleet proved its efficacy in small-scale operations or 
pirate raids, it did not allow Saladin to reconquer the entire coast, or especially, 
to go up against the fleet of the Third Crusade. In 1187 Egyptian ships played 
no decisive role in the fall of the Frankish ports (Acre, Jaffa, Sayda, Beirut, 
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Jubayl, Ascalon). The ease with which the Muslims seized them lay primarily 
in the destruction of the Frankish army during the Battle of Hattin and in the 
absence of a real fleet within the Latin states themselves. In fact, despite the 
presence of a few arsenals on their territory—in Tyre, Haifa, Acre, and espe- 
cially, Tripoli’*—the Franks never sought to acquire a true fleet, being content, 
when necessary, to requisition Western ships docked at their ports, along with 
their crews.” 

In late 1187, the siege of Tyre once again demonstrated how indispensable 
the possession of a fleet was for taking control of the coast. The city, built on a 
peninsula, could not be conquered without a marine blockade. Saladin and his 
entourage were quite aware of that: “On this side, the infidels are left with only 
Tyre; if that city were not protected by the sea and accessible to ships, it would 
be easy to take, and its resistance would soon give out,” ‘Imad al-Din wrote a 
short time later.” The vessels brought in from the ports of Acre, Beirut, and 
Jubayl were quickly overpowered by the Franks. Saladin ordered the efforts to 
build new ships redoubled in Egypt; and on December 26, 1189, the Muslims 
under siege in Acre saw some fifty Egyptian galleys arriving, commanded by 
Emir Husam al-Din Lu'lu’, famous for having pushed the Franks out of the Red 
Sea a few years earlier. Despite the season, unfavorable for sailing, the Egyptian 
fleet succeeded in breaking through the Franks’ blockade and entered the port 
of Acre. But the Muslims drew no immediate military advantage, since bad 
weather prevented them from taking to sea again—the Franks themselves had 
eased up on their blockade—and the sailors were put to use maneuvering the 
war machines and harassing the enemy on land. With the coming of spring, did 
these ships return to Egypt in search of supplies, or did they remain anchored in 
the port of Acre? Were these the same ships that managed to resupply some- 
what the residents in 1190, or were they different ones? The sources do not say. 

In the following months, several other Muslim ships, sometimes disguised 
as Frankish merchant vessels, also succeeded in breaking through the Chris- 
tian blockade.“ But with the approach of winter, the undertaking was becom- 
ing risky. Not one of the seven ships sent by Egypt was spared by the storm that 
arose on December 31, 1190, while they were in sight of the port of Acre: “Every- 
thing on board was lost and a great many people perished. It was said that 
they numbered sixty souls. They carried vast supplies which, had they been 
saved, would have sufficed the inhabitants of the city for a whole year, but that 
was by the decree of the Mighty One, the All-Knowing. However, it brought a 
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major setback upon the Muslims, which caused the sultan extreme anguish. .. . 
This was the first sign that the city was going to be taken and overcome.” 

When good weather returned in June 1191, more ships, reportedly loaded 
with seven hundred men, attempted to reach Acre from Beirut. Intercepted by 
Richard the Lionheart’s fleet, this time all of them were sunk.* 

Throughout his reign, then, and particularly during the siege of Acre, Sala- 
din made great efforts to strengthen the Egyptian fleet. So long as the kingdom 
of Jerusalem was limited to its own forces, the Egyptians could hope to have 
some victories with a few dozen vessels. But the Third Crusade—the first to 
come by sea—reached the East accompanied by a fleet so impressive that the 
Muslims quickly understood they could not oppose it. It must be said that, on 
leaving Messina, Richard the Lionheart had marshaled nearly two hundred 
ships, in addition to the (less numerous) Genoese ships chartered by Philip 
Augustus. Although not all of them arrived in the Holy Land—‘Imad al-Din 
speaks of twenty-five heavily fortified English galleys—it is obvious that Sala- 
din’s fleet could not rival such naval power.** It was doubtless that superiority 
of the Crusaders’ fleet that allowed the Latin states to reconquer Acre and part 


of the Syro-Palestinian coast. 


The Role of the Arab Bedouins 


Under the reign of the Fatimids, the Arab Bedouins in Syria and Egypt had 
been the source of major revolts, and the problem was therefore not new in 
Saladin’s time. In fact, the urban populations and the authorities in place had 
rather contradictory feelings about them. On one hand, they needed their aid 
to find their bearings in the desert, to protect the roads, to supply the cities 
with meat and dairy products, and to strengthen the army; on the other, they 
feared their treachery and banditry. That is, they wished to make use of the 
Bedouins’ services, and especially, to exert greater control over them; but their 
image of the Bedouins was very negative, as can be seen in both the Arab and 
Latin sources. 

In the first place, the Bedouins were viewed by the settled populations as 
being resistant to any form of central authority. Between 1170 and 1174, after 
Saladin was installed in Egypt, they participated in the revolts of Upper Egypt, 
alongside the nostalgists for the dynasty of the Fatimids. In general, they were 
reproached primarily for their inconstancy and unreliability. When fighting 
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on one side, they could very quickly go over to the other side and fight against 
their allies of the previous day. “As long as the result of the battle is uncertain, 
they look on at a distance; when it is decided, they attach themselves to the vic- 
tor, pursue the conquered enemies, and enrich themselves by the spoils,’ says 
William of Tyre about them. 

The Muslims criticized them for serving the Franks and betraying the cause 
of Islam. Harshest toward them was probably al-Fadil, who accused the Bedou- 
ins of Syria-Palestine of guiding the Franks in the desert, providing them with 
water and means of transportation, and even working for them at times as spies 
or hired killers. “The Bedouin are like colocynths,” he wrote, “the more you 
give them sweet water, the bitterer are their fruit, and the more they lose their 
brilliant green color.” But like the Franks, the Muslims could not do without 
the Bedouins, with their military force and their skill at finding their way through 
the desert. In 1177 Saladin, after his defeat near Ramla, was betrayed by the Ar- 
abs guiding him and got lost in the sands. He would undoubtedly have died of 
exposure and thirst if al-Fadil had not gone in search of other Arab guides. For a 
long time, the Bedouins drew an advantage from that knowledge of the desert, 
which gave them the power to rescue their allies and destroy their enemies. In 
February 1799, even Napoleon Bonaparte’s expedition almost paid the price, 
when the Arabs serving as its guides lost Jean-Baptiste Kléber’s division south of 
Gaza.” 

The Bedouins were also accused of making the roads and rivers unsafe. To 
protect caravans from their attacks and from those of the Franks on the Sinai 
route, Saladin had the fortresses of Sadr and Ayla built in the 1170s. Other Arabs 
in the Nile Delta region took advantage of the refuge offered by thickets of 
reeds to engage with impunity in the pillaging of boats on Lake Manzala. Some- 
times conflicts between tribes caused disturbances, as in 1184, when it was nec- 
essary to send troops to put an end to the struggles tearing apart the Judham 
tribe.” 

Toward these Bedouins Saladin conducted a policy that was at once cau- 
tious and firm. In 1171 he began by greatly reducing their number in the Egyp- 
tian army.® Between 1171 and 1189-1190, the share of the budget devoted to 
them was reduced by a third.*® These Bedouins, who served Saladin as auxil- 
iary troops, were either paid in coin or remunerated in igta‘s, often in barren, 
inhospitable zones such as the Sinai Desert. Although it is difficult to identify 


when exactly the Bedouins began to be compensated in igtd‘s, it seems to have 
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been under Saladin’s reign that the system was reintroduced, or at least, that 
it became widespread. Saladin, in changing the status of the lands—long 
controlled by the Bedouins, and which they considered their property—to a 
concession system (igtd‘s), reasserted state control over these lands and thus 
reserved for himself the right to confiscate them. 

But the distribution of lands was not sufficient in itself to control the tribes, 
and especially to prevent them from entering the Franks’ service. Saladin 
therefore came out in favor of a much more radical policy: the deportation of 
the Bedouin populations living near Frankish territories. This he recommended 


as early as 1173 in a letter to Nur al-Din: 


The reason for sending this note to our master al-Malik al-Adil [Nar 
al-Din]—may God increase his power and forever extend his bless- 
ings, strengthen his aptitude for victory, elevate his rank through His 
assistance, make his followers victorious, and aid his auxiliaries— 
is as follows: his servant knows the importance our master attaches 
to marching against the infidels with the aim of cutting their arms 
off, breaking their weapons, depriving them of subsistence, and de- 
stroying their country. The best means to achieve that plan is to not 
allow any Arab Bedouins to remain on their territory, and to take 
them from the humiliation of infidelity to the glory of the faith. His 
servant has expended great effort and has come to believe that one 
of the most important methods is the expulsion of a great number 
of these Bedouins and the need to find a new place of residence for 
them, so that today, ifthe enemy ventures out, he will find no guide, 
will be reduced to powerlessness, and will no longer be able to find 


his way.” 


In 1181, Bedouin tribes whom Saladin accused of providing the Franks with 
cereals were deported from northern Sinai and the eastern Nile Delta to the 
province of al-Buhayra in the western part of the Delta.” After 1187, the va- 
cated lands were redistributed to other Arabs, now brought in from the regions 
of Syria-Palestine bordering the Frankish territories. 

The aim of that strict policy toward the tribes was not to eliminate them but, 
on the contrary, to control them in order to make better use of them. Although 


their numbers in the army dropped, they continued to play an important role in 
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it until the end of the Ayyubid period. That was especially true for the Kinani- 
yya, who had intervened in 1168 to aid Shirkth’s army, besieged by the Franks in 
Bilbeis. A few years later, Qadi al-Fadil also turned to them to aid Saladin after 
the defeat of Ramla. In the state budget and also on administrative lists that as- 
sess the fiscal value of the igta‘s, their allotments appear very distinct from those 
of the “Arabs,” that is, all the other auxiliary troops. They thus occupied an inter- 
mediate position within Saladin’s army, between the Turks and the Kurds on one 
hand and the rest of the Arab troops on the other.” 

In the Sinai and farther to the north, along the coastal route linking Egypt 
to Syria, Saladin also used the Arab tribes to ensure the security of the trails 
passing through their territories, which many merchants and pilgrims fol- 
lowed. Saladin thus inaugurated a policy that was later extended to the region 
as a whole, particularly when Baybars (1260-1277) restored the post relay sys- 
tem and sought to ensure its security.” Finally and above all, Saladin used the 
Bedouins to conduct lightning raids on the Franks, an area in which they ex- 
celled. In 1179 he sent them to pillage the harvested crops of the Franks of Sidon 
and Beirut; and after the surrender of Acre in October 1191, he dispatched some 
three hundred “Bedouin bandits,” who infiltrated the enemy camp, stealing horses 
and bringing back prisoners: “As one of them was sleeping, a dagger would be 
held to his throat. Awakened, he would see the thief, armed with a dagger which 
was held at his throat, so he would keep silent and not dare to say a word. Car- 
ried off in that state away from his tent, he would be made a prisoner. Several 
of them did speak and had their throats cut, so those who subsequently found 
themselves in this predicament kept silent and chose to be taken rather than 
killed.” 

Three weeks later, on Saladin’s order, Bedouins once again attacked Franks 
who had ventured to leave their camp in search of forage and wood. Their raid 
led to a reprisal by the Frankish army, whom the Arabs had no trouble am- 
bushing.” The Franks particularly feared these Arabs, as attested by certain 
Latin sources: “Also there were the Saracens who travel about in the desert, 
popularly called ‘Bedouins’: savage and darker than soot, the most redoubtable 
infantrymen, carrying bows and quivers and round shields. They are a very 
energetic and agile race. These threatened our army constantly without giving 
way.” 

Saladin was the first sovereign of that region to enact an actual policy to 


subdue the Bedouins, which was later adapted and developed by the Mamluk 
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sultans. Nevertheless, the control he exerted over them was never complete. On 
the whole, they were reluctant to accept the expansion of the iqta‘ system and 
the domination of the Turkish element. At the first signs of weakness on the part 


of the authorities, they managed to recover a large share of autonomy. 


Saladin and the Poor 


Whereas in the Western Christian tradition, assistance to the poor originated 
almost exclusively with churchmen, then spread to laypeople and the public au- 
thorities in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries,” Islam from the beginning in- 
stituted alms (zakat) as one of the believer's five duties. The question of whether 
those alms were to be paid to the authorities, who would then be responsible for 
redistributing them, or given directly to the beneficiaries by believers was long 
debated in religious circles. The response varied depending on the legal school.” 
Saladin, however, centralized the collection of the zakat in Egypt. He could thus 
finance certain expenditures associated with assisting the poor, charity that a 
number of Muslim authors consider one of the sovereign’s chief prerogatives. 
Al-Harawi does not omit to remind us: God grants the ruler the privilege of de- 
fending Islam and the Muslims, “so that he shall abolish abuses and punish the 
oppressor, rescue the afflicted and distribute gifts, relieve the wounded and lib- 
erate the prisoner, stand in judgment between the oppressed and the oppressor, 
distinguish between the ignorant and the learned, and struggle zealously to de- 
fend the integrity of Islam and the order of the world.™® Charity, which in the 
Middle Ages consisted primarily of feeding and caring for the poor, supporting 
the widow and orphan, assisting travelers, and redeeming prisoners from the 
hands of the enemy, was thus among the duties of the good prince, just like piety, 
justice, bravery, and magnanimity. The widespread use of the system of waqfs, 
which were in principle inalienable, had also encouraged the development and 
maintenance of charitable institutions that survived their founders. 

Saladin’s generosity was great toward both rich and poor. He likely prac- 
ticed charity for all sorts of reasons at once: by nature, by political calculation, 
or by religious conviction; he did so to be healed, to express his gratitude toward 
God, or to expiate his sins before breathing his last. In many circumstances, 
he had alms distributed to the poor, as, for example, in 1170, when his father 
arrived in Cairo, or in 1186 during his grave illness in Harran. In these ac- 


tions, it is not always easy to distinguish between personal charity and public 
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charity, and in general the origin of the money distributed is not known. But 
apart from these occasional alms linked to episodes in Saladin’s personal life, 
what really matters is his action at the institutional level. In Alexandria, he set 
in place a system of food distribution based on the waqfs. Twice a day, bread 
was handed out to foreigners without resources, usually pilgrims on their way 
to Mecca. Someone was appointed to carry out that task, and about two thou- 
sand loaves of bread were distributed daily. In addition, subsidies were paid 
monthly to provide for the needs of all those without resources who lived in 


101 Tt was in that 


makeshift dwellings in the al-Qarafa cemetery south of Cairo. 
same cemetery that Admiral Husam al-Din Lu'lu’, who in r191 had decided to 
retire from military life and devote himself to charitable works, regularly 
came to distribute food to the most impoverished. It is likely that people who 
were not really in need sometimes slipped in among the beneficiaries of the 
alms. Saladin was alerted to this but usually refused to take any notice. In 1178- 
1179, for example, a letter from ‘Imad al-Din communicated the difficulties in 
Damascus of distinguishing the truly needy from the frauds. The sultan gave 
the order, however, to continue paying the eleven thousand dinars in alms 
without inquiring into the means of subsistence of those who benefited from 
them.!°? 

In addition, Saladin expended a great deal of effort developing hospitals that 
would give the poor access to care. He was not of course breaking new ground 
in that realm. In the Muslim world, the old hospitals, inherited from the Sassa- 
nids, had been created under the reign of Hariin al-Rashid (786-809), founder of 
the first hospital in Baghdad. That institution, intended first and foremost to 
treat the destitute and to provide medical training, gradually spread to all the 
cities of the Middle East. In the Egyptian capital, the first hospital was founded 
in about 872-874 by Ahmad Ibn Tūlūn, who ruled Egypt at the time. In Syria, 
the first true hospitals appeared in the eleventh century.’ Nur al-Din expanded 
the system considerably in the twelfth century, founding a hospital in Rakka 
on the Euphrates, another in Aleppo, a third in Damascus, and a fourth in 
Hama.’ In that area as in others, Saladin imitated his predecessor and took 
quite a keen interest in medicine. He encouraged the writing of several medical 
treatises and attempted to reform that science and rid it of its charlatans, as at- 
tested, on one hand, by the decree published in Aleppo following his conquest 
and, on the other, by the treatise that Ibn Jumay’ dedicated to him. That Egyp- 


tian Jewish doctor specifies in his introduction that his opuscule was inspired by 
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a conversation he had with Saladin on the deplorable state of medicine and on 
the means to remedy it.” 

Saladin created two new hospitals in Egypt: one in Cairo, possibly in 1176- 
1177, and the other in Alexandria in 1182. In the capital, he had the former al- 
Fustat Hospital restored and founded a second, much larger one, within the 
enclosure of the former Fatimid palaces. Ibn Jubayr gives us a beautiful de- 


scription of it: 


Another of the things we saw, doing honour to the Sultan, was the 
maristan [hospital] in the city of Cairo. It is a palace, goodly for its 
beauty and spaciousness. This benefaction he made so that he might 
deserve a heavenly reward, and to acquire merit. He appointed as 
intendant a man of science with whom he placed a store of drugs 
and whom he empowered to use the potions and apply them in 
their various forms. In the rooms of this palace were placed beds, 
fully appointed, for lying patients. At the disposal of the intendant 
are servants whose duty it is, morning and evening, to examine the 
conditions of the sick, and to bring them the food and potions that 
befit them. 

Facing this establishment is another specially for women, and 
they also have persons to attend them. A third which adjoins them, 
a large place, has rooms with iron windows, and it has been taken 
as a place of confinement for the insane. They also have persons 
who daily examine their condition and give them what is fitting for 
them. All these matters the Sultan oversees, examining and ques- 


tioning, and demanding the greatest care and attention to them." 


In Jerusalem, Saladin appointed Ibn Shaddad to oversee the construction 
of a new hospital, which he founded in the neighborhood of the Holy Sepul- 
chre, in a church near the House of the Knights Hospitaller."” In Acre, fi- 
nally, Saladin turned the Bishop’s House into a hospital.'°* Within a few years, 
then, he had founded at least four hospitals in the cities he had taken over, all 
endowed with wagqfs to pay for doctors and medication and for operating 
expenses. 

In Muslim society, orphans had always occupied a privileged place among 
the beneficiaries of charitable works. The Koran grants special importance to 
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the theme of protecting the orphan, no doubt linked to the fact that the Prophet 
himself was an orphan at birth. The good sovereign is someone who knows 
how to care not only for the poor but also for parentless children. In that respect 
as well, Saladin followed Nur al-Din’s example and founded several schools 
(kuttab or maktab) in his states to teach the Koran, reading, and writing to poor 
children and orphans. Ibn Jubayr mentions one in Cairo, and another, in Jeru- 
salem, was completed in 1198-1199, after the sultan’s death. The revenues from 
the wagqf allocated to the Jerusalem school made it possible to pay for the teach- 
er’s salary, the upkeep of the school, lamplight, and potable water.’ Al-Fadil 
also founded a school of that type adjoining his madrasa in Cairo.’ And he 
was not the only one in Saladin’s close circle to take an interest in the poor. 
The sultan’s sister Sitt al-Sham, during her long widowhood, devoted herself 
to many acts of charity. Throughout the medieval Middle East at that time, 
wealthy women, especially princesses, played an important role in the construc- 
tion of pious establishments and in charitable works." For them, actions in that 
area were an excellent means to intervene in the life of the commonwealth, 
and from that point of view, charity could be used as a real instrument of social 
integration.’ 

Similarly, assistance to the poor was sometimes placed in the service of po- 
litical aims. Inasmuch as it was part of the representation of the ideal sover- 
eign, it served as an argument for those seeking to legitimate their power and 
allowed sovereigns to rally the population behind them. In Saladin’s case, it is 
difficult to say whether he had a natural sensitivity to the misfortunes of the 
poor or whether he acted out of political interest. It can be said, however, that 
his actions in that realm were not unusual, but conformed to the norms of his 
time. Hospitals already existed in Egypt and in Syria-Palestine, and food distri- 
bution is an often-recurring theme in descriptions of medieval Muslim rulers. 
A number of them were praised, before and after Saladin, for their charitable 
actions. In Egypt, Ahmad Ibn Tūlūn (r. 868-884) was described as a governor 
who distributed many alms; in Syria, Nur al-Din was cited as an example for 
his charitable works; in Baghdad, Caliph al-Nasir (r. 1180-1225) also offered food 
to his population during the month of Ramadan and saw to the well-being of 
pilgrims returning from Mecca. The Mamluk sultans also took on the support 
of pilgrims and the poor and, like the Fatimid caliphs, engaged in large food 


distributions, especially during times of fasting.” 
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To fund the jihad, strengthen fortifications, and construct religious 
buildings—which cannot be assimilated to charitable works, though they are 
acts of piety—Saladin spent much larger sums than he did for acts of pure char- 
ity. In any event, he does not seem to have distinguished himself in the field of 
charity as much as his brother-in-law G6kb6ri. In his city of Irbil, Gokb6ri or- 
dered the construction of residences for the sick and the blind, and for orphans, 
widows, and strangers; he had food and clothing distributed to the poor on a 
daily basis, lavished gifts on pilgrims, and dedicated large sums of money to 
redeeming prisoners.’ In thirteenth-century Aleppo, establishments known 
as khdngah were used as residences for devout women without resources or for 
aged eunuchs without families. Founded by Ayyubid princesses or grand emirs, 
these charitable establishments endowed with waqfs spread during the Mamluk 
era. They do not seem to have existed in Saladin’s time. 

Natural catastrophes and the misfortunes that followed from them (fam- 
ine, destitution, epidemics) were relatively common at that time in the Middle 
East. No form of public assistance was set up in such cases to come to the aid of 
the population. Rescue and comfort were usually the result of individual initia- 
tives on the part of the leaders or the residents themselves. Saladin was lucky 
enough to have his reign relatively spared by nature. Of course, Egypt was 
never safe from inadequate flooding of the Nile, which was synonymous with 
poor harvests, price increases, and aggravated poverty. In 1179, for example, 
the country suffered not only an insufficient rise of the waters but also a seri- 
ous epidemic that, within a few days, claimed several thousand lives in the 
Cairo region. The Egyptian state, however, did not take any special measures 
on that occasion to come to the aid of the population. On the contrary, Egyp- 
tian officials tried to lower the amount of money paid to the poor, alleging that 
a number of beneficiaries were wrongly receiving it. Saladin disapproved of 
that measure, and three-quarters of the original amount was finally paid. But it 
is significant to note that no true government mobilization occurred, in strik- 
ing contrast to the pomp of the celebrations held around the same time by the 
sultan, his brother al-‘Adil, and an Egyptian emir to celebrate the circumcision 
of their sons.” 

During that same period, between 1176 and 1180, Syria was suffering from 
a major drought, which led to several years of scarcity. The situation was not 


judged serious enough, however, to produce a reaction on the part of the 
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authorities. In fact, these climatic accidents seem to have been accepted as 
fate, and the sovereign did not judge it wise to act, except in the case of a ma- 
jor catastrophe. That was the situation during the earthquakes of 1201-1202, 
which led to a huge famine throughout the Middle East and resulted in a con- 
siderable number of deaths. At that time, Sultan al-Adil in person came to the 
aid of the most impoverished and provided shrouds for burying the corpses.” 


28: 


Commerce and Markets 


What place did Saladin grant to the economic development of 
his states? Did he try to place the economy in the service of his policies? Did 
he intervene directly to favor or develop one economic sector or another? It is 
rather difficult to respond to these questions, first, as Jacques Le Goffhas pointed 
out, because “the economy,” in the sense we understand that term, was not per- 
ceived as such in the Middle Ages, “either as material reality or as mental cate- 
gory.’ Second, our sources remain relatively silent on what constituted the 
driving force of that economy, namely, agriculture. Although a few travel narra- 
tives and several administrative treatises provide information on farm produce 
and animals, the flooding of the Nile, the agricultural calendar, the nature of 
lands, and the distribution of villages, the authors’ interest focuses primarily on 
fiscal aspects and administrative structures, and rarely on the life of the peas- 
ants and their relations with the authorities.” 

The biographers and chroniclers say nothing about Saladin’s attitude to- 
ward the rural world. The sultan’s preoccupations seem to have been primarily 
fiscal (assuring higher receipts for the state coffers) and military (redistributing 
lands in the form of iqta‘s to his officers and his close circle, in exchange for 


their military service). What we know about his intervention in that area can 
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be summed up as follows: he maintained state control, traditionally strong in 
Egypt, over the organization of rural life and the collection of taxes; and he as- 
sured the security of communications to allow agricultural products to be 
transported to the cities. Much better known, by contrast, is the policy he con- 


ducted relating to commerce and markets. 


Treaties with the Italian Cities 


“Avarice belongeth to merchants and not to kings!” That line was attributed to 
Saladin to explain his great generosity.’ Although the formulation attests to a 
certain contempt for the lure of profit, it does not come near to encapsulating 
the sultan’s attitude toward commerce, particularly in his relations with the 
merchant cities of Italy. Throughout the Middle East in the second half of the 
twelfth century, commerce experienced a major revival, thanks in great part to 
the activities of Italian cities, whose ships linked Italy to Egypt, the Latin states, 
and the Byzantine Empire. The rise of fairs in Champagne and Flanders allowed 
Venetian, Genoese, and Pisan merchants to redistribute throughout Europe the 
products purchased in the eastern Mediterranean. In that vast trade network, 
Syria-Palestine and especially Egypt played the role of hubs between the East 
and West. Did not William of Tyre say that Alexandria was “a public mart for 
both worlds”?* As in the past, merchants in the Muslim states, including a num- 
ber of Jews and Christians, continued to travel by land or sea to the Far East and 
the Indian Ocean, bringing back a variety of luxury products: spices, medicinal 
products, woods and precious stones, silks, and porcelain. These were sold to 
Italian merchants in the markets of Alexandria, Damietta, Acre, or Tripoli, along 
with other local products that Westerners needed for their textile industry, such 
as cotton, raw silk, flax, Egyptian alum, and dyeing products. There were vari- 
ous other commodities for which Egypt was renowned (sugar and glassware), 
not to omit the products necessary for stocking ships (salt and various food- 
stuffs). In exchange, the Muslims purchased metals (gold, silver, copper), cloth, 
and Sicilian or Spanish silks from the Italians, and especially, strategic materials 
such as iron, wood, and pitch, which they needed for the manufacture of weap- 
ons and the construction of the fleet. 

That commerce was lucrative for everyone, which explains why neither 
conflicts nor the repeated prohibitions of the papacy—which did not appreciate 
the fact that raw materials that would be used to fight the Franks were being 
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sold to the Muslims—managed to halt it in a lasting manner. In 1179 the elev- 
enth general council reiterated the threat that the papacy would confiscate 
goods and excommunicate any person who sold the Muslims iron, weapons, 
wood, or ships, or who entered their service as ship's captain,’ but to no avail. 
Just as sea traffic was interrupted during the winter months only to resume in 
the spring, so too trade resumed once the political crises had been resolved. In 
periods of tension, the Italian merchants and their ships could be the target of 
hostile popular reactions, as in June 1185 in Alexandria: “Rimi’—which is to 
say, Italian—ships were looted, but those responsible were quickly arrested and 
punished. The Egyptian state had much too great a need for that commerce not 
to repress any outbursts swiftly and harshly.‘ 

In that area as in others, Saladin was only continuing the policy of his 
Fatimid predecessors, and he struggled to maintain good relations with the 
cities of Venice, Pisa, and Genoa. That, among other things, is what emerges 


from his letter to the caliph of Baghdad in 1175: 


Among the [enemy] armies were also Venetians, Pisans, and Geno- 
ese. They sometimes behaved like invaders, producing a harmful 
effect and a maleficence that were intolerable, and sometimes like 
travelers, imposing their law on Islam with their imported goods 
and escaping strict regulation. Yet there is not a single one of them 
who does not come today to bring us the weapons with which they 
fought and conducted the holy war [jihdd], not one who does not 
seek our favor by offering us the rare products of his labor and pat- 
rimony. I established alliances and peace accords with them all, on 
the conditions that we set, in keeping with our interests and against 


their interests.” 


In the twelfth century, merchants from the three commercial cities of 
northern Italy had gradually replaced the Amalfitans, who, in the late tenth 
century, had been the first to do business in Egypt. The accords concluded 
between these cities and the Fatimid authorities allowed Italian merchants to 
buy and sell their products freely in the ports of the Nile Delta (Alexandria, 
Damietta, Tinnis) and sometimes even in the city of Cairo. Customs exemp- 
tions were generally granted to them, and they also gradually acquired the 


right to have at their disposal a church and a business establishment (funduq 
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or fondaco), where they lived and conducted their business. From the first 
years of his reign, Saladin took care to renew these agreements, which had 
fallen apart during the events of 1168-1169. 

He was on excellent terms with Sebastiano Ziani, doge of Venice, and it 
was probably in about 1172 that the Venetians obtained the right to have a fun- 
duq available to them in Alexandria. Their increased presence in Egypt was 
also the result of their having been expelled from the Byzantine Empire in 1171. 
That year, the Venetian merchants, who held a preponderant place in the com- 
merce of Byzantium, were the victims of a violent popular uprising: a number 
of them were massacred and their Constantinople neighborhood was looted. 
Venetian trade therefore partly retreated to Egypt, which was already the sec- 
ond most important commercial destination for the city of the doge, after 
Constantinople and before the Latin states.* 

The Pisans were not to be outdone in Egypt. In 1154 they had obtained a 
trade treaty with the Fatimid caliph, which allowed them not only to reclaim 
their former fundug in Alexandria but also to have use of a second one in al- 
Fustat. Between 1154 and 1168, they also obtained the right to pray in their own 
church, dedicated to Saint Nicholas, in Alexandria.’ Historians, including some 
major ones, have even believed that their ships were the most numerous in the 
port of Alexandria in the mid-twelfth century.” In my view, however, that 
claim, based on the testimony of al-Zuhri, a mid-twelfth-century Arab geogra- 
pher, can only be the result of a misreading of the text." Although the author 
asserts that Pisa was a larger city than Genoa, that its residents were skillful 
builders of galleys, and that its merchants traveled as far as Syria, Egypt, the 
Maghreb, and al-Andalus, at no time does he say that the Pisan boats were 
greater in number than others in Alexandria. By no means, however, do I wish 
to call into doubt the importance of Pisa’s trade with Egypt. In 1173 Saladin re- 
newed the Pisans’ privileges by signing a treaty with them. By its terms, their 
fundug in Alexandria—no doubt damaged during the 1168 invasion of Egypt by 
the Jerusalem Franks—was returned to them after being restored, and the use 
of their church once more granted them. The authorities also made a bath 
available to the Pisans once a week, and they were permitted to use their own 
weights and measures inside their fundug. They could therefore conduct cer- 
tain commercial dealings among themselves and verify the weight of the mer- 
chandise they had purchased elsewhere in the country. Saladin exempted them 
from taxes on all the gold and silver they brought into the country and ratified 
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a large reduction (from 19 percent to 10 percent) in the duties they paid on sales 
of wood, iron, and pitch. Finally, he put an end to various abuses the Pisans 
sometimes had to suffer (exactions from the customs service, the obligation to 
sell their merchandise below market price, violent measures to prevent them 
from departing) and granted them the right to move about freely within Egypt. 
They could not, however, reclaim their funduq in al-Fustat.’* After 1168, there 
were no longer any Latin fundugs in Cairo, which may indicate a desire on Sala- 
din’s part, following Frankish attempts to seize Egypt, to avoid any Latin set- 
tlements on the outskirts of the capital. Between 1176 and 1180, several other 
Pisan embassies to Egypt followed. Their mission was to rescue prisoners 
of war, but also and above all to ratify commercial privileges. They attest to 
the good relations existing between Pisans and Egyptians, at least during that 
period.” 

Saladin also signed a treaty with Genoa in 1177, though, unfortunately, its 
content is not known to us. The Genoese do not seem to have had a fundug of 
their own in Alexandria until sometime between 1192 and 1200. Before that, 
they were therefore lodged in fundugs set aside for Latin merchants from vari- 
ous places. They also seem to have shared a church with the Melkites.” Sala- 
din’s good relations with the Genoese are confirmed by the requests he made 
to them on the occasion of an embassy sent by Frederick Barbarossa between 
1173 and 1182. The Muslim ambassador was given the mission of passing through 
Genoa and verifying with the “leader of the Genoese” that the letter previously 
sent by the emperor was authentic. In the event that the letter was counterfeit, 
the ambassador was to ask the Genoese for aid in purchasing the raw materials 
necessary for the construction of the fleet. He was also to negotiate the release 
of two prisoners, the sons of a sheikh of Alexandria.'® The importance of the ties 
between Genoa and Egypt is also underscored by the fact that Ibn Jubayr took 
a Genoese boat to Alexandria, at a time (February 1183) when the preponderance 
of Italian boats in the Mediterranean, for the transport of merchandise and men, 
was already well established. 

Of course, in 1187 commercial relations between Egypt and the Italian cit- 
ies were momentarily interrupted by the major offensive Saladin launched 
against the Latin states. But by spring 1188, the thirty-seven Pisan, Venetian, 
and Genoese ships held in the port of Alexandria were permitted to leave, and 
normal commercial traffic resumed, even before the conclusion of the treaty 


between Saladin and the Franks in September 1192.7 
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Navigation on the Mediterranean occurred primarily between late Febru- 
ary and late October, thus avoiding the winter storms, and the West—East jour- 
ney lasted between three weeks and a month. It took Ibn Jubayr, for example, 
thirty days to get from Genoa to Alexandria. Travelers about to set off, whether 
merchants or pilgrims, had to equip themselves with all the necessary provi- 
sions and take precautions, since the route was long and dangerous. That is at- 
tested by Bishop Jacques de Vitry, who left Genoa for Saint-Jean-d’Acre twenty- 
three years after Saladin’s death: 


I rented a new boat that had never been to sea. . . . I had five places 
set aside for me and my family, that is, a quarter of the upper fore- 
castle, to take my meals and study my books. I would stay there 
during the day, unless there was a storm on the sea. In addition, 
I rented a cabin to sleep in during the night with my companions; 
I also rented another to keep my clothes in and to store food for 
several days. I rented a third to lodge my servants: they prepared 
my food for me there. And finally, I reserved another place to board 
my horses, which I took along on the crossing. I had them place my 
wine and biscuits in the bilge of the boat, as well as meats and other 
foodstuffs, in amounts almost sufficient to assure my subsistence 


for three months.’ 


Once arrived in one of the ports of the Egyptian delta (Alexandria, Dami- 
etta, or Tinnis), the Italian merchants, having faced storms and pirates, were not 
at the end of their troubles. They still had to submit to a series of customs in- 
spections, a detailed list of which is provided by al-Makhzimi.” An Egyptian 
official began by drawing up a list of passengers and merchandise, before autho- 
rizing them to disembark. The merchandise was then placed in a warehouse, 
where a large auction was held by the port authorities. It was during these trans- 
actions that the many taxes were collected, the total varying by the nationality 
of the merchant and the nature of the merchandise. Muslim travelers were not 
exempted, as may be seen from this well-known passage by Ibn Jubayr, who was 


outraged at the excess of zeal of Saladin’s officials in Alexandria: 


The day of our landing, one of the first things we saw was the com- 


ing on board of the agents of the Sultan to record all that had been 
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brought in the ship. All the Muslims in it were brought forward one 
by one, and their names and descriptions, together with the names 
of their countries, recorded. Each was questioned as to what mer- 
chandise or money he had, that he might pay Zakat, without any 
enquiry as to what portion of it had been in their possession for a 
complete year and what had not. ...The Muslims were then or- 
dered to take their belongings, and what remained of their provi- 
sions, to the shore, where there were attendants responsible for them 
and for carrying to the Customs all that they had brought ashore. 
There they were called one by one, and the possessions of each were 
produced. The Customs was packed to choking. All their goods, 
great and small, were searched and confusedly thrown together, 
while hands were thrust into their waistbands in search of what 
might be within. The owners were then put to oath whether they 
had aught else not discovered. During all this, because of the confu- 
sion of hands and the excessive throng, many possessions disap- 
peared. After this scene of abasement and shame, . . . [the pilgrims] 
were allowed to go. 

There is no doubt that this is one of the matters concealed from 
the great Sultan known as Salah al-Din [Saladin]. If he heard of it, 
from what is related of his justice and leanings to pity, he would 


end it.” 


Foreign merchants, in order to find their way through the customs maze 
and to learn the market prices, had no other choice but to turn to brokers, who 
offered them their services at a rate proportionate to the value of the merchan- 
dise. It was therefore very rare, at least in Egypt, for a merchant to freely sell 
his goods inside the country. During the auction, local dealers came to buy the 
imported products, which they then sold off to the small retailers in the souks. 
In Egypt, the state had a monopoly on the purchase of strategic materials (iron, 
wood, pitch) at a fixed price, and these goods were required to pass through a 
special trade bureau of sorts called a matjar. Once the needs of the state were 
met, the state then sold the surplus to individuals. The merchandise purchased 
by the Italians in Egypt was also subject to relatively high export duties.” In 
fact, unlike present-day economic policies, the Egyptian state did not seek to 


encourage exports. Its chief concern was to procure the commodities essential 
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to its economy and military might. It also aspired to have large tax revenues, 
but there was a tendency to believe that any merchandise taken away by for- 
eigners impoverished the country, especially under conditions of scarcity or 
inadequate supply. 

In Saladin’s time, Italian merchants usually made only a brief stop in Egypt, 
enough time to sell and buy their merchandise. When winter caught them by 
surprise, they sometimes stayed until the return of fair weather and less tumul- 
tuous seas. But there were not yet any true merchant colonies, as the absence of 
Italian notaries attests, or any permanent ecclesiastical structure in Egyptian 
cities. It was only in the thirteenth century that merchants began to extend 
their stay for several months or even years. Their numbers increased, and at 
that time consuls appeared, responsible for representing the interests of their 
community before the local authorities and for adjudicating conflicts between 
its members.” 

In short, Saladin encouraged the Italian merchants to pursue their com- 
merce in Egypt by promising them the security of their goods and persons, 
relative freedom of trade, a reduction in customs taxes, and the infrastructures 
they needed. Their activities were still supervised by the state, however. The 
funduqs, churches, and baths at their disposal did not belong to them outright 
and were overseen by the Egyptian authorities. They had a few private funduqs 
in Alexandria but not in Cairo. They were free to do business inside the coun- 
try, which for the most part meant going to Cairo, but their movements were 


still closely watched. 


The Red Sea Route 


One region remained totally prohibited to Westerners: the Red Sea and, beyond 
it, the entire Indian Ocean, where only Indians and merchants from the Muslim 
territories or the countries of the Far East traveled. In the tenth century, with 
the installation of the Fatimids in Egypt, the Red Sea route had supplanted the 
Persian Gulf maritime route for trade between East and West. Hence the eco- 
nomic importance for Saladin of the conquest of Yemen: its location at the entry 
to the Red Sea looked to be strategic. Two ports in that region played a major 
role: Aden, and ‘Aydhab on the Egyptian coast. A quantity of products from 
India and the Far East flowed into Aden.” It was often there that occurred the 
transhipment of merchandise from the large Indian ships to lighter craft, which 
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could more easily avoid the reefs in the Red Sea. In spite of everything, Indian 
merchants sometimes went to Egypt with their products.** The Red Sea was 
buffeted by violent winds and strewn with reefs, and the crossing was therefore 
dangerous. The ships, especially those transporting pilgrims to Mecca, were 
often overloaded, and shipwrecks were common. Ibn Jubayr points out that it 
was not rare to see castaways devoured by sharks. And the governor of Qūs, 
while in the East in 1184, reported that four ships with some thirteen hundred 
pilgrims aboard had gone down in the Red Sea.” 

On the Egyptian side, all Muslim travelers passed through the port of ‘Ayd- 
hab. The city drew large revenues from rentals of the vessels necessary to cross 
the Red Sea and from the taxes collected on the merchandise and provisions 
transported by the merchants and pilgrims, though Ibn Jubayr notes a signifi- 
cant drop in the fees paid by the pilgrims after the measures taken by Saladin. 
Egyptian customs officers justified these collections as being part of the zakdt, 
the canonical tax levied on Muslims’ wealth. For Jews and Christians, the term 
they used was “duties” (wajib).** Camels then transported the bundles of mer- 
chandise across the desert to the Nile, where barks awaited to take them to 
Cairo and to the ports of the Delta beyond. Aswan and especially Qūs in Upper 
Egypt were major stops with lively souks, where pilgrims and merchants from 
all parts crossed paths. But upon embarking in ships on the Nile, travelers were 
once again subject to the exactions of the Egyptian officials: “One of the most 
infamous things we saw was a group of insolent exactors, carrying in their 
hands long, pointed prods with handles, going aboard the ships [on the Nile] to 
examine what was in them. There was no bundle or sack into which they did 
not drive those accursed staves in case there should be in the baggage, which 
held nothing but provisions, some unseen goods or money.” 

Of all the products taken from Upper Egypt to the ports of the Delta to be 
sold to the Italians, alum held a special place. That ore, abundant and of excel- 
lent quality in Egypt, was used as a color fixative on fabrics, and Europe's tex- 
tile industry had a great need for it. Alum was not directly exploited by the 
state, but residents of the districts bordering the desert where it was found 
were obliged to supply it, and only the state could trade in it. The state used 
it as a means of payment, approximately two-thirds of the merchandise pur- 
chased from Western merchants being paid for in alum. That is why Saladin 
became particularly interested in that product and took measures to assure the 


security of commerce in it. In 1181 he had twenty cavalrymen stationed in Suez 
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to guard the road by which the alum was brought “for the Franks,” and sent his 
own brother Tughtegin to Akhmin to oversee the transport of that precious 
ore.” Tughtegin himself bought and resold merchandise.” He seems to have 
turned to a Genoese named Ruggeronus to exchange alum for Western prod- 
ucts. Once, the Genoese and his cargo of alum fell into the hands of Pisan pi- 
rates, and Saladin wrote to the Pisan authorities to demand his release and the 
restitution of the merchandise.” Tughtegin was far from the only one in Sala- 
din’s circle involved in commerce. His nephew Taqi al-Din founded two cara- 
vansaries (funduqs) in the old city of Cairo. In addition, when he decided to 
leave Cairo for Syria, he turned his residence, in the neighborhood of the 
Fatimid palaces, into a Shafite madrasa and converted the adjacent stables into 
funduqs.” Even the devout al-Fadil invested part of his money in commerce 
with North Africa and the Indian Ocean.” 


Trade between Egypt and Syria 


Muslim caravans laden with ordinary consumer goods, but also with precious 
commodities from the East, also connected Syria and Egypt by land.” Despite 
the wars, freedom of movement remained the rule, even between Frankish and 
Muslim territories. Ibn Jubayr, for example, could travel in both directions on a 
Genoese boat and, on September 13, 1184, was able to join a caravan connecting 
Damascus to Acre, even though Saladin was ending his campaign against Kerak 
and had just pillaged the region of Nablus and Jenin (September 8—10).** 

But crossing Frankish territories entailed great disadvantages for the Mus- 
lims. The risk of attacks and pillaging was real, and the Franks collected high 
tolls on the caravans. Saladin turned his attention to them several times. In a 
letter to the caliph’s vizier in 1176, the sultan said that, with his troops, he had 
himself escorted a caravan of merchants between Syria and Egypt, so that they 
would not have to pay the tolls demanded by the Franks. The next year, in a 
letter to his brother Turanshah, he attempted to explain why it would be pref 
erable to take a different route—was he thinking of the Red Sea?—to transport 
the merchandise to Egypt: “No reply has come to our letter about the need 
to stop the passage of the Muslim caravans . . . and it may be that this was lost 
because of enemy action and never arrived. The disease of the caravans is prov- 
ing intractable and its cure is difficult. These merchants are risking their lives, 


reputations and goods and they also take the risk of strengthening the enemy. 
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Every time that we decide to mete out harsh punishment [for having violated 
the ban] to those of them who arrive here . . . the wounds that the Franks have 
given them are still bloody . . . and everyone pleads for them and says: ‘do not 
add distress to distress.’ ”” 

The merchants, in the interest of greater security, sometimes took advan- 
tage of the movements of the army and traveled under its protection: in 1170, 
for example, when Ayyūb came to join Saladin in Egypt; in 1182, when Saladin 
left Egypt for Syria, escorting merchants and Syrian refugees who were re- 
turning home; or, the next year, when al-Adil went to join his brother outside 
the fortress of Kerak. Such journeys involved large quantities of provisions and 
pack animals, which slowed the army down. In such cases, it took a month to 
travel the distance between Cairo and Damascus on foot by the Sinai route, 
whereas usually it took slightly less than three weeks.’ 

The Muslim conquests of summer 1187 radically changed the trading condi- 
tions between Egypt and Syria. Commercial traffic by the coastal route, which 
was much shorter than the interior Sinai route, could resume. By late August 
1187, Muslim caravans taking the coastal route were no longer subject to the 
taxes imposed by the Franks, an event important enough to be noted by the 
chroniclers.” Not all the security problems were settled, however. On June 24, 
1192, a caravan from Egypt en route to Jerusalem, escorted by a garrison, was 
attacked by the Franks. More than five hundred people and three thousand 
camels were captured, not counting the horses and mules. Al-Harawi, author of 
a treatise on governance, was advancing with the convoy and paid a high price 
for that attack. He managed to flee but lost all his possessions and precious 
notes. Richard the Lionheart promised to restore everything to him if al-Harawi 
went to see the king, but al-Harawi refused.** 

In al-Jazira as well, the roads could be dangerous, but for reasons different 
from those associated with the Franks. In that region, insecurity was usually 
the result of the conflicts between the Turkomans and the Kurds, which some- 
times arose from apparently minor incidents. In 1185, for example, Turkomans 
were celebrating a wedding in which Kurds wanted to participate. The Kurds 
were ejected, the incident escalated, and the groom was killed. That was the 
starting point for a conflict lasting several years and affecting not only the 
Turkomans and Kurds of al-Jazira but also those of Syria, Iraq, Armenia, and 
Azerbaijan. The results were great insecurity, looting, and considerable blood- 
shed. In 1186 al-Fadil alluded to the insecurity of the thoroughfares between 
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Syria and al-Jazira, which, to his great regret, prevented him from reaching the 
bedside of Saladin, who was ill at the time in Harran.” 

Although security of communications remained one of Saladin’s chief con- 
cerns, the sultan also did not neglect the construction of roads and especially of 
bridges, particularly in Egypt, in regions that readily flooded with the periodic 
rise of the Nile. In 1181-1182, he ordered the governors of the region of the Delta 
to restore all the bridges in their provinces. With the materials from the 
lesser pyramids of Giza, he also had a roadway constructed on the bank of the 
Nile west of al-Fustat, and a bridge with forty arches opposite Giza, on the road 
to Alexandria, to facilitate circulation between the two banks of the river, even 
in times of flooding.* In Syria, he had a caravansary built about fifty kilome- 
ters north of Damascus, on the road to Homs. Even today, the inscription 
above the entry door of the building attests to that act. Called Khan al-Sultan 
(Sultan’s Caravansary) during Ibn Jubayr’s time, the site is now known by the 


name Khan al-‘Aris (Bridegroom’s Caravansary).*” 


The Sultan’s Control over the Markets 


The major cities of Egypt, Syria, and Upper Mesopotamia all had lively markets, 
where various commodities from the surrounding countryside or from high 
commerce were sold: food products, spices, raw materials necessary for the tex- 
tile industry, fabric and leather, goldsmithery, pottery, hollowware, glassware, 
and various utensils. The prince’s policies in that area were carried out by a 
prefect of markets (muhtasib) named directly by him. The muhtasib was, in the 
first place, responsible for overseeing, in the sovereign’s name, the application of 
the Koranic obligation to enjoin what is good and prohibit what is evil, which 
not only conferred on the prefect a supervisory role over the markets but also 
gave his duties a religious and legal character. Treatises, both theoretical and 
practical, were often composed to remind him of the obligations attached to 
that position. Under Saladin’s reign, a Syrian named al-Shayzari was the author 
of a work of that kind, in which were listed all the rules a muhtasib was obliged 
to impose, with regard to the control of transactions and the repression of fraud, 
the maintenance of hygiene and cleanliness, the upkeep of the public thorough- 
fares and places of prayer, the prevention of fires, and the oversight of morality 
and of certain trades in the souks (those of moneychangers, hairdressers and 


barbers, doctors and phlebologists, and slave traders). Although the author did 
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not compose that work at Saladin’s request—he says he wrote it at the request of 
a muhtasib’ —we know that he dedicated another to the sultan, which seems to 
indicate that he was part of Saladin’s entourage. 

In any case, once we are familiar with two other documents, there can 
no longer be any doubt that Saladin took an interest in the moralization and 
smooth operation of the markets. The first is a diploma of investiture for a 
muhtasib, drawn up by al-Fadil, no doubt at Saladin’s request;** the second is the 
decree naming the muhtasib of Aleppo, which Saladin had ‘Imad al-Din draw 
up in 1183. Its content not only informs us of the muhtasib’s role but also gives us 


a picturesque glimpse of what life in the markets may have been like: 


Since we have the obligation to enjoin what is good and prohibit 
what is evil, to administer without fail the people’s affairs in con- 
formity with the dispositions of the Law . . . we judge it necessary 
to name to the position of muhtasib a man of noble extraction and 
high authority . . . a man who is strengthened by his fear of God. . . 
a man possessing a sincere faith that prevents him from diverging 
from the straight path. ... Let him observe the people of the mar- 
kets: he will treat with kindness the merchants whose probity he 
has observed, but will instruct those who have demonstrated total 
ignorance of the Law. . . . As regards intoxicating beverages, let him 
seek them out and spill them on the ground, and let him apply the 
legal punishment to anyone who has drunk of them, as soon as the 
guilty party has regained his sobriety. ... Let him prohibit fraud 
on merchandise and coinage, usury on loans and contracts, cheating 
on volumes, weights, and lengths, and let him prohibit all from devi- 
ating from the customary measures allowed by religious Law... . 
Let him pursue the cheapjacks and the charlatans who practice 
medicine in the manner of astrologists; let him prevent [them] from 
treating illnesses and indispositions, from caring for the eyes and 
prescribing remedies blindly and in haste, from selling adulterated 
and unfamiliar medications, and from inventing for them uncom- 
mon names not known by the ancients. Let him drive away people 
who are mixed up in astrology, prestidigitation, and divination, and 
let him have utter scorn for the followers of the occult sciences, 


accustomed to behaving only in accordance with the signs they 
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provide. Let him protect the mosques and places of worship by pre- 
venting craftsmen from installing their booths there, public story- 
tellers from assembling their audience there, and tradespeople and 
artisans from making them into shops and lodgings. Let him con- 


demn nudity with the greatest vigor, especially in the public baths.” 


The duties of the muhtasib, and through him of the state, were thus divided 
into two major categories: those relating to oversight of the markets, and those 
concerning public morality and the observation of religious duties. Among his 
economic functions, one of the most important was to oversee weights and 
measures and to suppress fraud. He was also obliged to prevent any specula- 
tion or monopolies on merchandise, so as to assure free competition. Some 
people, in fact, stockpiled merchandise to resell when prices rose. In theory, 
the muhtasib did not have the power to set prices, but he was supposed to pre- 
vent any excessive increase, particularly for basic food products such as cereals. 
With the exception of strategic products such as wood, iron, and pitch, whose 
prices were set by the Egyptian state, prices fluctuated as a function of many 
factors, the most important being the value of the currency and the mone- 
tary mass, the relation between supply and demand, and the political situa- 
tion. Low prices were usually interpreted by the residents as a sign of stabil- 
ity and prosperity. 

In the monetary realm, Saladin gave his attention to the revaluation of the 
Egyptian silver currency, a policy that did not bear fruit as he had hoped. In 
terms of supply, it took only one inauspicious rise of the Nile, either a flood or 
a drought, for the prices of food products to soar. Under Saladin’s reign, the 
general tendency was toward stability, even during the time when he took 
power in Egypt, when a period of disruption might have been feared.*° That 
relative stability of prices did not prevent occasional crises, usually the result of 
natural catastrophes that destroyed the harvests. In Egypt, for example, an in- 
adequate rise of the Nile in 1179 led to a spike in prices, followed by an epidemic 
that, within a few days, claimed seventeen thousand lives in the urban center 
of Cairo alone.“ Four years later, conversely, an excessive rise of the waters 
flooded fields and destroyed villages. During Saladin’s reign, Egypt was the 
victim of several other meteorological events and epidemics** that had reper- 
cussions on the cost of living. In Syria as well, a drought wreaked havoc be- 


tween 1176 and 1180, leading to a sharp increase in prices and to epidemics and 
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a serious famine, during which, as often in such situations, there were even 


reported cases of cannibalism.” 


Saladin’s objectives in the economic realm seem to have been to assure the sup- 
ply of strategic materials and basic products to the Egyptian population and to 
oversee security of communications, an equitable collection of customs duties, 
the stability of prices, and the moralization of the markets. He did not always 
manage to realize these objectives, however, because of the many military 
conflicts, the opposition of the Arab tribes, the state’s inability to control cor- 


ruption among some officials, and of course, weather events. 


Nal 


The Legend 


I saw that Brutus who overthrew Tarquin, 
Lucretia, Cornelia, Julia, and with these three 
was Marcia. Alone, apart, was Saladin. 


Dante, Inferno, canto 4, lines 127-129 


The legend that has surrounded Saladin from the Middle Ages to our own 
time cannot be analyzed or understood outside the historical, literary, and 
political context within which it appeared and spread. From the late twelfth 
century on, Westerners attempted to find explanations for the sultan’s many 
successes. In the popular imagination, Saladin took on the aspect of a scourge 
sent by God to punish the Christians for their impiety. A few centuries later, 
by contrast, Voltaire placed the sultan’s image in the service of his virulent 
critique of Christianity. That is because, in the interval, the European repre- 
sentation of Saladin had ultimately erected him into the model of a fair, gener- 
ous, and chivalrous ruler. In the East, the political and religious context was 
even more decisive in shaping the image of the conqueror of Jerusalem. In the 
twentieth century, the rise of nationalism, decolonization, the Arab-Israeli 
conflict, U.S. policy in the Middle East, the negligence on the part of a large 
number of Arab regimes, and the sense of humiliation felt by their popula- 
tions greatly favored the emergence of Saladin as the hero embodying resis- 
tance to the West. With the loftiest virtues—courage, nobility of spirit, piety, 
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and a sense of justice—attributed to him, he has become the model par excel- 
lence of a revalorized, ideal Arab identity. As the ideal monarch, a fearless 
knight beyond reproach, unifier of the three religions, hero of the great con- 
temporary Arab causes, Saladin remains a historical figure, endlessly waver- 


ing, even today, between myth and reality. 


24 


Birth and Development 


In the early fourteenth century, Dante’s Divine Comedy placed 
the Prophet Muhammad in hell, but reserved a more enviable place, limbo, for 
Saladin, alongside Avicenna, Averroés, and the virtuous pagans Socrates, Plato, 
and Aristotle.’ A few decades later, Petrarch’s Triumph of Fame granted Saladin 
a privileged place among the men who distinguished themselves in combat.” 
That special treatment belongs to the tradition of literary epics and romances 
that emerged in the West in the early thirteenth century.’ 

The question arising is how a warrior, a relentless jihad fighter, who retook 
Jerusalem and many territories from the Franks, ultimately came to embody 
in the West the ideal of the Christian knight—valiant, generous, magnani- 
mous. Before attempting to respond, let me note that Saladin was not the only 
Muslim leader of that time to become legend. The Western imagination en- 
joyed “converting” to Christianity the Islamic figures it admired. For example, 
one of the versions of the Chétifs depicts Karbūqah, the emir of Mosul who 
fought the Crusaders outside the walls of Antioch in 1098, renouncing his reli- 
gion and adopting that of Christ. Similarly, Tughtegin, atabeg of Damascus, 
the Franks’ chief adversary in the early twelfth century, became, under the 
name Huon de Tabarié (by analogy with Hugh of Tiberias), the hero of an 
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anonymous thirteenth-century poem, the Ordene de chevalerie (Order of Chiv- 
alry), in which he appears as a Muslim prince converted to Christianity and 
fighting alongside the Franks of Jerusalem.* In a fifteenth-century romance in 
prose titled Saladin, that same Huon Dodequin de Tabarié, held prisoner by 
Saladin, is the one who dubs him a knight.’ Without a doubt, behind these leg- 
ends lay the admiration the Franks felt for the bellicosity of certain Muslim 
leaders. Once victory came to be interpreted as the expression of divine will, it 
was better to be beaten by valiant and chivalrous men motivated by common 
values than by infidels. In presenting adversaries as Christian knights, the 
Western imagination made defeat less alarming, found an explanation for the 
Muslims’ exploits, and at the same time legitimated the admiration attributed 
to them, since these exploits now corresponded to the Western criteria of good 
and evil. That idea, that a virtuous man, a noble soul, could not be a Muslim, 
was not applied only to rulers and military leaders. For the same reason, sev- 
eral great thirteenth-century Dominicans and Franciscans attempted to show 
that Avicenna, the chief propagator of Aristotle’s philosophy in the West, 
whose works were studied in the great European universities, was in reality 
mocking Islam.° 

In addition, at the very end of the eleventh century, as the Reconquista was 
beginning in Spain and the Crusades were getting under way in the East, the 
development of an epic and romantic literature in the vernacular—in French 
first and foremost—favored in large part the diffusion of legends developing the 
theme of the battle between Christians and Muslims. The epics, poems, and 
romances that emerged disseminated literary themes that were for the most 
part chivalrous. Whether epic chansons recounting the great deeds (gesta) of 
heroes of the past, courtly love poems sung by the troubadours, or romances in 
verse dealing with the exploits of Alexander, King Arthur, or Charlemagne, that 
new literature was addressed to an audience composed in great part of knights 
wishing to hear the adventures of their ancestors or peers. The values diffused 
were those with which they were likely to identify: skill in handling weapons, 
largesse, courage, and respect for one’s promises. What was more natural, then, 
than for poets and authors of romances to seek inspiration from the adventures 
of their contemporaries? The Crusades, with all they entailed in exploits and 
gallantry, extraordinary situations and exoticism, offered inexhaustible subjects 
for literature. Even while basing their works on the accounts of pilgrims and 


Crusaders returning from the East, authors could give free rein to their imagi- 
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nations and transpose into their epics or romances the preoccupations and 
ideals of their time. It is within that context that we must attempt to understand 
the scope assumed in the West by the legend of Saladin.’ That legend is charac- 
terized, first, by the early date of its appearance—it took shape in the early thir- 
teenth century—and by a fairly great permeability between historical sources 
and legendary accounts. Whereas the work of William of Tyre, an eyewitness to 
the events, is indisputably a historical source of great value, its French continua- 
tions, as well as the Itinerarium and the so-called Chronicle of Ernoul, though 
generally considered historical texts, also integrated imaginary elements. Only 
a meticulous comparison of the Western and Eastern sources sometimes makes 
it possible to differentiate the two aspects. 

The Western medieval works in which Saladin is mentioned are relatively 
large in number. Most belong to epic Crusader literature and are divided into 
what is conventionally called the two Crusade cycles.* The first cycle, originat- 
ing in the north of France and in Flanders, developed throughout the period of 
the Crusades, from the early twelfth to the late thirteenth century.’ Its princi- 
pal objectives were to entertain and to offer a vernacular history of the Cru- 
sades for a relatively broad public. Depending on the place where the work was 
written, the exploits of one Crusader or another were highlighted and celebrated. 
Godefroi de Bouillon gradually came to occupy a preponderant place,” and, by 
the late thirteenth century, the history of the kingdom of Jerusalem covered Sal- 
adin’s reign." That first Crusade cycle, composed entirely in alexandrines ar- 
ranged into laisses, acquires its unity through its literary form and its central 
theme, the glorification of the First Crusade. Some works are closer to the chan- 
son de geste, others to historiography, hagiography, or the chivalrous romance. 
None as yet allows any real admiration for Saladin to show through. All pro- 
vide an interesting viewpoint on a certain popular perception of the Crusade and 
on the way that Westerners represented their own past and constructed their 
memory. 

The second Crusade cycle was composed after the fall of the Latin states— 
that is, after 1291—with the idea, no doubt, of encouraging a resumption of 
the Crusades. It appears more fictionalized than the first, and it was at that 
time that the geste of Saladin took shape, conveying an increasingly favorable 
image of him.” That second cycle ends with the romance Saladin (second half 
of the fifteenth century), which covers the time between his taking of power 


in Egypt and his death. It constitutes the last part of a trilogy titled Jehan 
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d’Avesnes, composed between 1465 and 1468, whose beginning repeats a tale 
from the thirteenth century, La fille du comte de Ponthieu (The Daughter of the 
Count of Ponthieu), which traces the Western origins of Saladin’s mother.” 
Several other poems or romances, not part of the Crusade cycle proper but 
inspired by some of its episodes, also evoke Saladin: Carmen de Saladino (late 
twelfth century), the Récits d’un ménestrel de Reims (Tales of a Minstrel from 
Rheims; about 1260), the Contes de chevaliers du temps jadis (Stories of Knights of Yore, 
late thirteenth century), and Le Pas Saladin (The Saladin Pass, late thirteenth to 
early fourteenth century). In the fourteenth century, Dante (d. 1321) and Boccac- 
cio (d. 1375) put their own stamp on that legendary tradition. The author of the 
Divine Comedy displays indulgence toward Saladin, who passes peaceful days in 
limbo, where noble souls who could not receive baptism reside. Similarly, in The 
Banquet, Dante mentions him with other virtuous princes and lords: “Who does 
not still keep a place in his heart for Alexander because of his royal acts of be- 
nevolence? Who does not keep a place for the good King of Castile, or Saladin, 
or the good Marquis of Monferrato, or the good Count of Toulouse, or Bertran 
de Born, or Galeazzo of Montefeltro? When mention is made of their gifts, cer- 
tainly not only those who would willingly do the same, but those as well who 
would sooner die than do the same, retain in their memory a love for these men.”* 
Saladin appears in two tales of Boccaccio’s Decameron as a benevolent, mag- 
nanimous, and generous sovereign.” A few centuries later, the parable of the 
three rings, in which Saladin plays the hero, directly inspired the German play- 
wright Gotthold Ephraim Lessing for his play Nathan the Wise (1779). Once 
again, Saladin is vested with the same qualities: he is courteous toward women, 
the bearer of a humanist message, the lover of truth. Of a more historical bent, 
Voltaire’s Essai sur les moeurs (Essay on Morals, 1756) retains some legendary as- 
pects in its flattering portrait of Saladin and, in doing so, expresses Voltaire’s 
radical critique of Christianity. This Saladin is generous, courteous, compas- 
sionate, modest, and respectful of treaties and of religions.’° In The Talisman 
(1825), the early nineteenth-century Scottish novelist Walter Scott also shows 
great admiration for a courageous, intelligent Saladin, true to his word, gener- 
ous, and compassionate, who battles a much more ruthless Richard the Lion- 
heart. The author even goes so far as to wonder about that era, “in which the 
Christian and English monarch showed all the cruelty and violence of an East- 
ern sultan, and Saladin, on the other hand, displayed the deep policy and pru- 


dence of a European sovereign, whilst each contended which should excel the 
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other in knightly qualities of bravery and generosity.” All the other late nine- 
teenth- and early twentieth-century English authors who took an interest in 
Saladin also had a tendency to project their own representation of the hero 
onto him.” 

From the thirteenth to the nineteenth centuries, then, similar themes often 
fostered the legend of Saladin, reflecting both the most noteworthy aspects of 
the individual and the values and ideals that the West was seeking to promote. 


29: 


Antihero or Prophet Foretold? 


In contrast to that positive view, there was also in the West 
what could be called the “dark legend” of Saladin. It drew its inspiration pri- 
marily from the conditions surrounding his accession to power, depicting him 
as the very figure of imposture and illegitimacy. For example, an anonymous 
Latin poem, Carmen de Saladino, probably composed in 1187, presents him as a 
usurper, the bastard son of Nūr al-Dīn, who seduced his father’s wife, became 
her lover, killed the vizier and the caliph of Cairo, poisoned Nūr al-Dīn, and 
thrust aside his father’s legitimate son to seize the throne: 


When he should have been in the king’s service, 

He was not a Joseph, should not have been a Joseph, 

In the king’s bed by a crime against a woman, 

He corrupted his lady, adulterous man, a thief too bold, 
So often a foolish life pleases an easy woman. 

Once a herdsman, now he sullies the king’s marriage, 
So the queen surrenders her seigneury to a servant. 
The jealous king knows nothing of that sin, 


The cheating queen recommends Saladin to the king, 
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To wallow more freely in adultery. 

By that opportunity, Saladin rises beyond all measure, 

Noradinus loves that servant more than the grandees. 

In complete freedom [Saladin] comes and goes in the royal chamber, 
He stays there whenever the king goes anywhere. 

By general edict, Saladin becomes the first among princes, 


Through such a crime becomes nearly the king’s equal. 


A man without dynastic legitimacy who came to power by every criminal 
means possible: such is the poet’s dark portrayal. It is amusing to observe that 
the reference to Joseph, so often used by the Arab authors, is now turned 
against Saladin. In contrast to Joseph’s resistance to an attempted seduction by 
his master’s wife (Genesis 39:7-20) is Saladin’s corruption of the wife of Nir al- 
Din. Shreds of truth, such as Saladin’s modest background, the assassination of 
Shawar, the caliph’s death, the tension between Saladin and Nir al-Din, and 
Saladin’s subsequent marriage to his predecessor's widow, are intentionally 
twisted to make Saladin the anti-sovereign par excellence. His bastard origin 
stands opposed to the dynastic lineage, treason stands in for loyalty, violence 
takes precedence over the maintenance of peace. 

Traces of that negative view of Saladin are found even in the Latin chroni- 
cle of the Third Crusade (Itinerarium Peregrinorum et Gesta Regis Ricardi), which 
depicts him not only as a man who came from nothing, hungry for power—as 
opposed to Richard the Lionheart, whose prestige was enhanced during that 
period of political crisis within the English monarchy—but in the guise, un- 
expected at the very least, of a pimp: “Saladin collected illgotten gains for him- 
self from a levy on the girls of Damascus: they were not allowed to practise as 
prostitutes unless they had obtained, at a price, a licence from him for carrying 
on the profession of lust....The pimp, who had a kingdom of brothels, an 
army of taverns, who studied dice and rice,* is suddenly raised up on high.” 

That dark image probably originated in Saladin’s duties as chief of police in 
Damascus in about 1165. He was a bastard for some, a pimp for others, and 
everything most contemptible was imputed to him, at a time when lineage and 
the notion of inherited authority occupied a primordial place in the West. Was 
it not noble blood that conferred the power to command? And that nobility 
was defined in the first place by parentage.* It is therefore Saladin’s legitimacy 


to reign that is being called into question here, in contrast to the burgeoning 
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legends that represented him as a model ruler, inventing a lineage for Saladin 
that makes him a descendant of the count of Ponthieu through his mother.’ 

William of Tyre himself was rather divided on the subject of Saladin. Al- 
though he could not conceal a certain admiration for his bellicosity and great 
generosity, William portrayed him as an ambitious enemy treacherously blud- 
geoning the caliph to death and running through all his progeny with a sword, 
and as a usurper devoid of all human feeling. The same author also points to 
the sultan’s humble origin and attributes his political ascent to chance rather 
than inheritance. William speaks of Saladin as of a tyrant, primarily because the 
danger the sultan represented for the Franks in William's time was real (whence 
his fear), but also because that portrayal corresponded to the medieval concep- 
tion of history, in which tyrants are sent by God to punish the Christians for 
their sins. And for William, one of the explanations for the Frankish defeats lay 
in the fact that the sins of men—especially those of the Eastern Franks—had 
elicited God’s wrath. God therefore punished them by sending Saladin, who now 
reigned without rival over a reunified Muslim territory.’ That same idea is ex- 
pressed in the papal bull Audita tremendi of October 29, 1187, in which Gregory 
VIII suggests that God gave the victory to Saladin only to punish the Christians 
for their dissension and sins. For the pope, however, there was no need to blacken 
the reputation of Saladin, who was no more and no less than an instrument of 
God. Peter of Blois (d. ca. 1211), by contrast, in his “Passion of Reginald,” presents 
Saladin as a cruel Antichrist, a persecutor of Christians, and calls him the “son of 
perdition with the deadly and damnable name, with which, reluctantly and sor- 
rowfully, I pollute this letter.”® 

More anecdotally, the French Continuation of William of Tyre attempts 
to explain Saladin’s victories in terms of sorcery.’ The action unfolds in the 


Frankish camp in Sepphoris in 1187, before the Battle of Hattin: 


I must tell you about an incident involving the men of the host, 
even though it seems foolish and the Holy Church has forbidden 
people to believe it. When the host had left the springs of Saffuriya 
and had passed two leagues beyond Nazareth, some sergeants in 
the host found an old Saracen woman riding on a donkey. . . . They 
asked her where she was going at that hour, but she was unable to 
give them an adequate reply. So they threatened and tortured her, 


and she admitted that she was the slave of a Syrian of Nazareth. 
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Then they asked where she was going. She told them that she was 
going to Saladin to collect the reward for the service she had done 
him. They tortured her further to discover what this service was. 
She revealed that she was a sorceress and had cast a spell on the 
men of the host; for two days she had encircled them and had cast 
her spells by the devil; had they stayed and not moved from the 
camp she would have bound them so strongly by the devil’s art that 
Saladin would have taken every one of them and no one would 
have escaped. She told them that things would go badly for them 


and that few of them would survive.'® 


The Franks decided to burn the sorceress, but she survived the fire two 
or three times. Then they beheaded her, cut her head in two, and threw her 
corpse into the flames. The author adds that these events were not at all sur- 
prising for anyone who compared them to the biblical story of Balak and 
Balaam (Numbers 22), in which Balak, king of Moab, offered the “sorcerer” 
Balaam a large quantity of gold and silver for him to go and “cast a spell” on 
the children of Israel on their way to the Promised Land. But the angel of Jeho- 
vah intervened, standing in the way of the she-ass that Balaam was riding and 
leading him to understand that he was not to curse the Israelites. The biblical 
passage ends there, but the author of the Continuation of William of Tyre pro- 
ceeds to another account, no doubt drawn from the Jewish Antiquities by the 
historian Flavius Josephus (first century a.p.) Unable to stamp out the Jews 
with curses and sorcery, Balak resorts to a ruse: he sends them the most beauti- 
ful girls from his country, with wine to seduce them, corrupt them, and force 
them to renounce their religion. The Jews succumb, and God’s punishment 
falls upon them. The author of the Continuation concludes by saying: “No one 
should wonder that the land of Jerusalem was lost, for they committed so 
much sin in Jerusalem that Our Lord was extremely angry. They did service to 
the devil in return for which he deceived them by putting hatred between 
them so that the kingdom was destroyed.” The moral of the story is clear: 
Saladin is compared to Balak, the cunning and deceitful king who does not 
hesitate to use every sort of subterfuge; but he also appears as the scourge that 
God sends to the Franks to punish them for their sins, to sow discord among 
them, and to take Jerusalem from them. That episode, also reported by the so- 


called Chronicle of Ernoul, is illustrated in an illuminated manuscript dating 
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to the early fourteenth century. Appearing in the upper register of the illumi- 
nation is Saladin, surrounded by his soldiers, witnessing the arrest of the sor- 
ceress by the Franks, while the lower register depicts a Christian ruler contem- 
plating the agony of that same sorceress, condemned to be burned at the stake 
and about to be beheaded.” 

In general, however, though the “dark legend” of the sultan did not totally 
disappear from the second Crusade cycle, the farther one moves from Saladin’s 
time, the more positive the Western view becomes. From that perspective, 
Ambroise’s Estoire de la guerre sainte (History of the Holy War), by a poet who ac- 
companied Richard the Lionheart on the Crusade, marks a turning point. In 
the early part of his work, Ambroise attributes to Saladin responsibility for the 
massacre of the Muslim prisoners of Acre, criticizes him for the violence of his 
reactions after the defeat, and describes him as a sovereign more cunning than 
courageous. But Saladin later appears in a better light, especially when he re- 
ceives Hubert Walter, bishop of Salisbury, with courtesy and generosity. Grad- 
ually, what had been treachery and perfidy is transformed into cunning and 
daring, and the assault of Acre takes on the appearance of prophecy. In the thir- 
teenth century, the French continuations of William of Tyre describe the ruse 
thought up by Saladin to approach the caliph, and they link his taking of power 
in Egypt to a prophecy that the horses posted outside the caliph’s palace in 
Cairo would be ridden by ‘Ali, the Prophet's son-in-law, who would one day re- 
appear to become master “ofall Heathenry and part of Christendom; and through- 
out the whole world his renown would travel.” That version was repeated in 
the fifteenth century in Saladin: 


After all these attempts, knowing that the emir was in fact inside 
the walls, but that it was impossible to gain ascendancy over him 
except by ruse, Saladin placed a pack filled with wood on his shoul- 
ders and armed himself with a knife, which he slid down his thigh: 
that was his only weapon. Then he assembled forty knights and 
dressed them as peasants or caters, but bearing arms under their 
costumes, and to each of them he gave a donkey driver’s switch. 
Before he left, he ordered his men to arm themselves and to go into 
Cairo to lend him a hand as soon as they heard the blowing of a 
horn. He had no difficulty getting someone to open the door to 


him, since the porters, who immediately recognized him, thought 
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it was his way of going to ask humbly for mercy from their ruler: so 
it was that he penetrated the city with his knights. There is no point 
in saying that the crowd thronged around him in the main street of 
Cairo, when they saw him walking on all fours like an animal, fol- 
lowed by his people, switches in hand: the spectacle was worth the 
trouble. And so great and small came running. 

The news was announced to the king. He too believed that 
Saladin was coming to throw himself on the king’s mercy and was 
acknowledging that he must have been a dumb beast to have at- 
tacked him. That is why the king went out to meet him, moved by 
pity for that man who was confessing he was an ass. But as soon as 
he was within Saladin’s reach, the sultan stood up on his feet, cast 
off the pack and logs, and, having told his knights to do their duty, 
sounded his horn. Upon which, feeling no fear, he unsheathed his 
knife and struck the emir with it before the eyes of all his princes: 
no one dared intervene, so frightened were they by the boldness of 
the undertaking. . .. Upon which the princes recognized Saladin as 
their master and handed the palace over to him. There he found a 
magnificent horse that no one had as yet dared mount. It had been 
predicted that the one able to do so would become king of Babylon 
in Cairo and would acquire great renown among the Saracens. As 
soon as Saladin saw it, he got into the saddle, and immediately, the 
horse made a great show of it, whinnying, pricking up his ears, and 
striking his hooves. As a result, his rider was immediately honored 


with the title of king by the people of Cairo." 


Contrary to the “dark legend,” which emphasizes the perfidy by which Sala- 
din acceded to the throne, these narratives recognize a legitimacy in him, given 
to him by his courage (he is not afraid to kill the emir in front of all his men or to 
break in the horse) and especially, by prophecy. What meaning are we to give to 
these accounts, and where do they come from? Were such stories circulating 
in Egypt during Saladin’s time? Why that association between ‘Ali—that is, the 
Shiites—and Saladin? Are we to see that type of narrative, as Hannes Möhring 
has argued, as a claim by Saladin to be recognized as the Mahdi (“the Guided 
One”), the one who the Sunnis and Shiites believe will reign before the end of 


the world, who will inaugurate a new era, and who will restore Islam to its 
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original perfection?” I do not believe we can go so far as that. If such an identifi- 
cation had existed within Saladin’s entourage, we would have uncovered the 
traces of it in the Arab sources. But there is nothing like it. Of course, ‘Imad al- 
Din, in the introduction to his work on Saladin’s conquests, after referring to 
the different calendars, states that his account will begin with “a second He- 
gira,” that of “the emigration from Islam to Jerusalem” in 1187, the date of the 
conquest of the holy city by Saladin. It is also true that Saladin’s return to Da- 
mascus in May 1188 is reported as follows: “The heaven of sweet delights recov- 
ered its serenity, the unbroken steeds turned docile from the success. The sultan 
supported those who implored him, sated those who were thirsty, showed favor 
to the upright and cut down the wicked, praised those who proved useful and 
imposed the reign of justice to such a degree that it was said of him: ‘He is the 
Mahdi.’ ”"8 

But these are only rhetorical formulations and cannot be taken literally. 
‘Imad al-Din’s lyrical style and love of metaphor, intended to disseminate the 
image of Saladin as the model of justice and virtue, are well known. We have 
already seen the numerous allusions to the Prophet, to his battles, and to his 
ascent to heaven from Jerusalem in the panegyric literature regarding Saladin, 
but that does not mean he was himself considered a prophet. When al-Fadil 
wrote to Saladin: “Our master spent the money of Egypt to conquer Syria, the 
money of Syria to conquer al-Jazira, and the money of all to conquer the 
coast. . . . if it is God’s will, the money of Constantinople will be spent for 


the conquest of Rome,” 


are we to conclude that he was actually envisioning 
the conquest of the Byzantine Empire and of Italy? No, of course not. Similarly, 
when he tells Saladin that “God gave him two kingships as an inheritance: the 
kingship here below and the kingship in the world beyond,” it is divine re- 
ward, not a new era, that is at issue. On a purely political level, how could Sala- 
din, who throughout his reign sought the support of the caliph of Baghdad, 
have justified such a claim? 

The origin of that story should rather be sought, it seems to me, in the many 
traditions and legends circulating in Egypt, and which the population attempted 
to associate, one way or another, with the events they were experiencing. We 
have already mentioned, for example, the story reported by Ibn Jubayr of the 
two statues of Cairo, one announcing the conquest of the Seljuks and the other, 
that of the Almohads. It is not impossible that, in the Shiite circles of Cairo, 
legends combining ancient traditions (Alexander breaking in Bucephalus) and 
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traditions attached to the family of ‘Ali were circulating. After all, did not 
Pseudo-Callisthenes, author of the oldest Greek version of the Romance of Alex- 
ander, live in Alexandria at the beginning of the Common Era?” The motif of 
Alexander taming the wild horse, interpreted as a prophecy of his domination 
of the world, was also repeated in the West and may have influenced the Latin 
authors. In this case, the confusion with Saladin might have come about in the 
Frankish circles of the Holy Land and then spread.” But of course, all that be- 
longs solely to the realm of hypothesis. 


26 


The Valiant and Generous Knight 


One of the recurrent aspects of the Saladin legend was its 
representation of the sultan as a knight dubbed by the Franks. That idea pene- 
trated so deeply in the West that, as late as 1930, Charles L. Rosebault, in his 
book Saladin, Prince of Chivalry (London), devoted an entire chapter to the dub- 
bing of Saladin by Humphrey of Toron.' According to some, Saladin was knighted 
during his captivity in the fortress of Montreal (Shawbak) by its lord, Hum- 
phrey of Toron; for others, he was dubbed by Hugues of Tiberias (sometimes 
assimilated to Tughtegin, atabeg of Damascus, under the name Huon Dodequin 
de Tabarié), himself a convert to Christianity.’ 

One of the texts best illustrating that image of Saladin as a knight is a French 
poem titled Le Pas Saladin. Probably composed in the early fourteenth century 
to celebrate French and English chivalry, the poem recounts Saladin’s progress 
through a narrow mountain pass near Acre, defended by Richard the Lionheart 
and twelve Christian knights, a kind of Song of Roland in reverse, since here it is 
the Muslims who are defeated.’ That story probably originated with the victory 
of Richard the Lionheart near Jaffa in the summer of 1192. In it Saladin is de- 
scribed as Muslim leaders traditionally were in chansons de geste. Associated 
with Mahom, Apolin, and Tervagant, three deities already present in the Song of 
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Roland, he appears arrogant but also respectful of chivalrous values. For exam- 
ple, he stops the fighting so as not to kill more Christian knights, having himself 
been dubbed by “Hues,” that is, Hugues of Tiberias. Later, in the romance Sala- 
din, that theme of a battle in a narrow pass was repeated, but this time in En- 
gland and in another form: Saladin makes a proposal to the Christian barons 
that two Christian knights should fight two Muslim knights, and promises to 
surrender the pass if his knights are beaten. Faithful to his promise, he retreats 
once the battle is won by the Christians. “After his departure, the mountain 
pass he had been unable to conquer was called ‘Saladin’s pass. ”*4 

Once the qualities of Saladin the knight were recognized, he came to be 
represented in one-on-one battles against the other hero of that time, Richard 
the Lionheart. The outcome of the battle varied, depending on the context in 
which the work was composed. In an Anglo-Norman poem, written between 
1230 and 1250 to glorify Richard the Lionheart, the battle between the two rul- 
ers occurs under rather fantastical conditions. The scene takes place outside 
a besieged Cairo. Inside the city, Saladin sends Richard a magnificent horse, 
which, however, has a formidable flaw: not only is the animal possessed by the 
devil, but the mare that foaled it, ridden by Saladin, has only to begin whinny- 
ing and the horse will run to her on its knees and begin to suck. Alerted by an 
angel, Richard releases the horse from its evil spirit and plugs its ears with wax 
to make it deaf to its mother’s call. He therefore manages to knock Saladin off 
his horse and emerges victorious in the battle.’ 

The Itinerarium and Ambroise’s Estoire de la guerre sainte are also very fa- 
vorable toward Richard the Lionheart. In these two narratives, however, the 
benighted portrait of Saladin integrates his prowess and courage, thus accen- 
tuating the king of England’s merit. Philip Augustus, by contrast, is described 
as a miserly and cowardly man, which has the effect of placing the Muslim 
adversary above the French.° In Saladin it is the reverse: Richard the Lion- 
heart is brought down by the “foreign knight” Saladin. The scene takes place 
at a tournament unfolding in Cambrai,’ and its outcome reflects the prevail- 
ing anti-English feeling, at a time when France’s enemy was no longer the 
sultan but rather the king of England. Richard is in fact described as a timo- 
rous sovereign—he cries upon learning of Saladin’s arrival—and as a traitor to 
the king of France. 

Saladin was also widely represented as a knight in Western art of the thir- 
teenth and fourteenth centuries, both in manuscript illuminations and mural 
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paintings, as well as on tapestries and even some personal items.’ Paintings of 
the famous Pas Saladin were done on the walls of several castles, and according 
to the great fourteenth-century French chronicler Jean Froissart, a theatrical 
production was mounted in Paris in 1389. A little while later, Marquess Thomas 
IMI of Saluzzo inserted Le Pas Saladin into his romance Le chevalier errant (The 
Knight Errant, 1394-1395). One of the manuscripts of that work, dating to about 
1404, contains an illumination illustrating the episode.’ In 1252, in the context of 
his propaganda favoring a new Crusade, Henry III of England also had scenes 
from the Crusades, featuring his uncle Richard the Lionheart (a duel with Sala- 
din in particular), represented in several of his castles.” Elsewhere, especially at 
the Chertsey Abbey in Surrey County, southeastern England, Richard was also 
depicted on decorated tiles, in hand-to-hand combat with Saladin.” 

In both literature and art, Saladin was allowed to face the king of England, 
with arms equal to Richard’s, because he was considered a noble knight. And 
that battle among “nobles” did not get in the way of feelings of mutual respect. 
On the contrary: the tradition of respect between Saladin and Richard the 
Lionheart long remained present in Western literature. It can also be found 
in Nathan the Wise (act 2, scene 1) and in certain nineteenth-century English 
novels. In her Crusaders: An Historical Romance (1820), Lady Louisa Sidney Stan- 
hope attributes to Saladin the notion, already present in Ambroise’s Estoire and 
in the Itinerarium, that if he were to lose Jerusalem, he would prefer that it be to 
Richard the Lionheart, whose chivalrous qualities he admired. That is also the 
reason why the matrimonial plans between the two families did not shock any- 
one and were often represented in Western literature.” 

“The knight is obliged to keep nothing at hand. Everything that comes to 
him, he gives away. From his generosity he draws his strength and most of his 
power, or in any event, all his renown and the warm friendships surrounding 
him,” writes Georges Duby of William Marshal.” Foremost among the quali- 
ties ascribed to the good knight Saladin is that of the “real” Saladin: his lar- 
gesse. Even the “dark legend” makes note of it, though in a particular mode, of 
course, in that it attributes a criminal origin to the money distributed.“ That is 
how the Minstrel of Rheims accounts for Saladin’s ability to buy off Christian 
barons who betray their king.” Here, the sovereign’s generosity is turned into 
an evil weapon. Even William of Tyre writes that giving away money was Sala- 
din’s way of winning hearts, thus implying a direct connection between the 


sultan’s generosity and his ulterior political motives. 
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But in general, Saladin’s generosity was considered a positive quality that 
earned him comparisons with great figures from the past. “Some said that even 
Alexander in his time would not have known how to demonstrate greater lar- 
gesse,” we read in Saladin, which goes so far as to have its hero say: “This coun- 
try, like the rest of the world, belongs to me, because of good king Alexander the 
Great, from whom my ancestors were descended.”* Stories reporting Saladin’s 
generosity are legion, and it is not possible to cite them all. In Novellino, a collec- 
tion of short stories composed in the late thirteenth century, Saladin decides one 
day to give two hundred marks to a man who had offered him a bouquet of roses. 
In drawing up the payment order, his treasurer makes a mistake, writing “three 
hundred.” When Saladin points out his error, the treasurer attempts to correct it, 
but the sultan asks him to write four hundred, so that no one will be able to 
claim one day that his treasurer’s pen was more generous than he.” Boccaccio’s 
Saladin is no less lavish: in the story of the three rings, he thanks the Jew who 
lent him money by showering him with gifts; and in the tale of Torello, gentle- 
man of Pavia, he is able to appreciate his guest's largesse and even rival it at the 
proper moment, when he sends him home covered in jewels." 

In addition, Saladin’s magnanimity and chivalrous behavior very often in- 
spired the literature of romance. Westerners were generally impressed by his 
liberation of prisoners, especially when they were distinguished figures such as 
the king of Jerusalem, released solely on the promise that he would no longer 
take up arms against the Muslims. Some narratives go so far as to say that Sala- 
din himself sometimes paid the ransom for his prisoners.’” According to the 
French Continuation of William of Tyre, Saladin and his brother al-‘Adil vied 
with each other in generosity, freeing the Franks of Jerusalem too poor to pay 
their ransom, a gesture that is not confirmed by any Arab source.*® Clemency 
and tolerance also appear in a work written by a friend of Dante’s, Busone da 
Gubbio. In it Saladin is shown conversing with a French guest, John of Berry. 
In reply to the sultan, who asks him what he thinks of his palace, John says he 
has never visited such a beautiful one. Pressed by his interlocutor to find some- 
thing wrong with it, he responds that there is no place to spit if necessary. Sala- 
din advises him to choose the most vile place to do it, and John spits in his face. 
Taking the insult as a joke, the magnanimous Saladin forgives the offense.” 

In her novel, Lady Louisa Stanhope emphasizes how well Saladin treated 
his prisoner Oswald, who saved Richard the Lionheart from captivity by al- 


lowing himself to be taken in his place. That story no doubt originated in the 
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account, fairly widespread during the Middle Ages, of Saladin’s attempt to cap- 
ture the king of England: Saladin sends Richard a horse that is supposed to take 
him back to the Muslim camp as a captive. The king puts one of his knights in 
the saddle; the knight falls into Saladin’s hands but is treated well.” These 
legends almost always had a basis in historical fact. Exchanges of gifts were 
common between Richard the Lionheart and Saladin, and certain sources, such 
as the Itinerarium and the Estoire d’Eracles, report that al-‘Adil actually gave Rich- 
ard two horses. There was also a real battle in September 1191, related by the 
Arab sources, during which the king of England was almost killed by a Muslim 
fighter and was saved only because one of his men shielded the king with his 
own body and died in Richard’s place.” 

In the Récits dun Ménestrel de Reims, Saladin displays the same kindness. 
Wishing to test the charity of the Knights Hospitaller of Saint-Jean-d’Acre, he 
disguises himself as a poor Christian pilgrim and is welcomed by them. He 
finds them ready to satisfy his every demand, even consenting to have him eat 
the right back hoof of the charger belonging to the Grand Master of the Order. 
As the servants are preparing to amputate the horse’s hoof, Saladin stops them 
and asks for mutton to eat. Once he has returned home, convinced of the good 
deeds of the Order, he grants them a charter allotting them a hundred bezants 
a year, in wartime and in peace, a promise that the knights of the Order wel- 
come with joy, “since they knew Saladin well and knew he would never lie.” 

The legend of the lords of Anglure also belongs to that long chivalrous tradi- 
tion. With a few variants, it was diffused by several sources from the fourteenth 
century on.” Saladin is reported to have freed Lord Ogier de Saint-Chéron, bet- 
ter known as Saladin of Anglure, so that the lord could gather together his ran- 
som. Having been unable to find the necessary funds, Saint-Chéron returns and 
places himself in Saladin’s hands. The sultan, touched by his sense of honor, 
frees him on three conditions: that he depict the Muslim crescent on his coat of 
arms; that he call the firstborn sons of his lineage “Saladin”; and that he adopt 
“Damascus!” as his war cry.*° Once again, it is not impossible that a real event— 
Ogier de Saint-Chéron’s departure for the Crusade in 1190—was behind that 
legend, since the practice of freeing a prisoner to allow him to gather together 
his own ransom was fairly common. In such cases, he was required to leave be- 
hind hostages, and they were freed only upon his return. Whether true or false, 
that tradition was very faithfully transmitted by the Anglure family. Genealogi- 
cal reconstructions attest that, from the end of the thirteenth century on, the 
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given name “Saladin” was attributed to members of the Anglure family and 
that, by the fourteenth century, they had adopted the heraldic motif of the bell 
and crescent, considered in the West to be Saladin’s emblem.” It is also said that, 
until the French Revolution, on the roof of the family’s castle of Jours in Bur- 
gundy, two figurines made of lead depicted Saladin and the lord of Anglure. 
Even today there is a family in France that bears the name “Saladin d’Anglure.” 

Saladin’s attitude toward women also unfailingly fed his legend, for good 
and for ill. The dark legend primarily accentuates his supposed cruelty toward 
women, his seduction of Nir al-Din’s wife, and his prostitution of women in 
Damascus. But most of the sources insist rather on his courtesy toward them 
and his efforts to protect their virtue. The so-called Chronicle of Ernoul re- 
counts the story of the marriage of Humphrey IV of Toron to Isabella, King 
Baldwin IV’s half-sister: the wedding takes place in Kerak, while Saladin is hold- 
ing it under siege. Humphrey’s mother has sent Saladin dishes from the ban- 
quet (“bread and wine and beef and mutton”) and reminds him of when he used 
to take the princess in his arms, when she was merely a child and he a slave in 
Kerak. Saladin thanks her, and, having asked in which tower the newlyweds 
could be found, he orders the weapon fire turned away from it.** In Saladin, it is 
the wife of Reginald—his worst enemy—to whom he grants his protection as 
she is giving birth in Kerak. Elsewhere in the romance, he offers safe passage to 
the princess of Antioch and her female companions, under siege in a fortress 
not far from Tyre. Although he finds the princess very beautiful, Saladin declines 
to take her and allows her to stay in the fortress with a three-month supply of 
food.” In the same register, the pilgrim Thietmar recounts the story of Saladin 
and the nuns: as he is manifesting a desire to take for himself the nuns in a con- 
vent between Bethlehem and Jerusalem, they choose to mutilate themselves 
rather than suffer the affront. Saladin, impressed by their courage, commends 
them for the gesture.*° 

Even odder are the stories that depict Saladin embracing courtly love, a 
practice widespread in the chivalrous circles of the thirteenth century.” In one 
of the Contes de chevaliers du temps jadis, composed in the late thirteenth century, 
the sultan is shown laying siege, weapons in hand, to the castle holding his 
Lady, a Christian woman living in enemy territory. He then comes to under- 
stand that it is only by relaxing his hold and leaving the premises that he will 
prove his love to her and win her heart.” Saladin tells the story of the queen of 
France. In Saint-Omer, the sultan first saves the life of John of Ponthieu’s sister 
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by fighting Lambert of Berry. Shortly thereafter, before returning to Syria, he 
provides further evidence of his generosity, courage, and courtesy by giving a 
superb banquet in the course of a tournament, from which he emerges the 
grand winner. Saladin then appears as the true hero of a chivalrous romance. 
The second part of the tale relates his attempt to conquer France and England. 
Defeated, he returns to Jerusalem, where the queen of France finds him. Out- 
side Damascus, the Christians do battle with Saladin, who is wounded and trans- 
ported to Babylon (Cairo), where he dies after converting to Christianity. 

Many other amorous conquests are attributed to him. In the Ottimo Com- 
mento della Divina Commedia, written by a contemporary of Dante’s, Saladin falls 
in love with the queen of Cyprus, no doubt Isabella, who actually became queen 
of Cyprus only after the sultan’s death. Elsewhere, in the Récits d’un Ménestrel 
de Reims, he succumbs to the advances of Eleanor of Aquitaine, which is no less 
anachronistic, since Eleanor traveled to the East with her husband, King Louis 
VII, in 1148, at a time when Saladin was only about ten. It is actually an idyll 
between Eleanor and Raymond of Antioch that is transposed onto that far- 
fetched tale. Arrested by her husband as she is preparing to set off to find Sala- 
din, Eleanor replies straight out that King Louis is not worth “a rotten apple” 
and that she prefers Saladin. The king then places her under heavy guard and, 
once he has returned to France, repudiates her.” In the fifteenth century, Sala- 
din replaces Eleanor with the queen of France, wife of Philip Augustus, even 
though that king was already a widower during the Third Crusade. In it Saladin 
is described not only as a valiant knight but also as a tall and handsome seducer. 
Despite its lack of verisimilitude, the story of the idyll between Saladin and El- 
eanor survived until the nineteenth century. In both cases, Eleanor and the wife 
of Philip Augustus, the bond between lovers is doomed, and the queen is ab- 
ducted from Saladin by force. 

Loyalty to his oaths, prowess, largesse, magnanimity, and courtesy: Sala- 
din possessed all the virtues of a good knight. But he is also praised for his aus- 
terity and humility, virtues that had some basis in truth. One of the most signifi- 
cant stories on that subject is no doubt that of his shroud, mentioned by both 
Voltaire and Chateaubriand and reported many times before them in the Latin 


sources: 


He died three years later in Damascus, admired even by the Chris- 


tians. In place of the flag raised outside his door, during his last 
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illness he displayed the sheet in which he was to be buried. The 
person holding that standard of death cried out loud: “Here is every- 
thing that Saladin, conqueror of the East, takes away from his con- 
quests.” It is said that, in his will, he left alms to be distributed 
equally to the Mohammedan, Jewish, and Christian poor, wishing 
to make clear by that provision that all men are brothers, and that 
to help them, one must not seek to know what they believe but 
rather what they suffer. Few of our Christian princes have had that 
magnanimity; and few of the chroniclers with which Europe is 


overburdened have known how to do him justice.** 


That story was disseminated even in collections of exempla, models for ser- 
mons intended for Christian preachers. In Saint-Gervais in 1272-1273, for exam- 
ple, Henri de Provins preached the story of King Saladin, who possessed eleven 
kingdoms. Once the king began to meditate on the vanity of worldly display, he 
became a preacher. When he visited his cities, he had a shroud carried ahead of 
him, with someone crying out: “From all his kingdoms, Saladin will take noth- 
ing away but this winding sheet.”” It is interesting to note that no reference is 
made to Saladin’s religion. It is as ifhis virtues were now sufficient to make him 
a universal model. Within the repertoire of his qualities, humility also occupies 
its proper place. It impels him to give due consideration to his acts and on occa- 
sion to engage in self-criticism. In the first of the Contes de chevaliers du temps 
jadis, the troubadour Bertran of Born pays him a visit, in an attempt to under- 
stand the basis for his reputation as an ideal sultan. He observes Saladin’s habit 
of holding his council every day, to make sure he had done and said nothing 
wrong. Hence, the storyteller seems to say, Saladin’s perfection lies first and 


foremost in his ability to recognize his errors humbly and to correct them.”° 


eed 


Between Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad 


The most natural way to explain why a Muslim knight was 
endowed with every virtue was by converting him to Christianity. But before 
Saladin was turned into a Christian knight, a Christian ancestry was first in- 
vented for him: he was supposedly descended on his mother’s side from the 
count of Ponthieu. Whereas the virtues attributed to him had a more or less re- 
mote basis in reality, the legends that developed around his Christian ancestors 
reflected only the desire of Westerners to find an explanation for what they saw 
as a paradox: being virtuous without being Christian.’ Being dubbed a knight 
was a first step, but it was not sufficient. A noble lineage still had to be ascribed to 
Saladin to legitimate his qualities as a good sovereign. And, if he were converted 
to Christianity, his victories over the Franks, which he could not have had with- 
out God's help, would acquire an acceptable meaning. In addition, it was more 
honorable to lay down one’s arms before a great Christian knight than before a 
Muslim sultan. Finally, showing that Saladin was drawn to the West was a way 
to mark its superiority over the East, and to grant oneself, after the failure of the 
Crusades, a form of revenge after the fact. 

Here again, Saladin was not the only Muslim sovereign for whom a Chris- 


tian ancestry was invented. In about 1170 Nur al-Din’s father, Zangi, conqueror 
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of Edessa, was portrayed by a German chronicler as the son of Ida, wife of 
Leopold II, margrave of Austria, a woman taken prisoner at the Battle of Hera- 
cleum in 1101.” Several variations of the legend claim that Saladin was related to 
the count of Ponthieu. One of the best known, La fille du comte de Ponthieu, ex- 
ists in two versions: one from the thirteenth and the other from the fifteenth 
century.’ It appears that the story was composed in honor of the Ponthieu fam- 
ily of Picardy, a region from which many Crusaders originated. Adaptations of 
La fille du comte de Ponthieu were still being done in the seventeenth and eigh- 
teenth centuries. Voltaire himself attributed a Christian mother to Saladin in 
Zaire (act 4, scene 1). Depending on the case, the “Lady of Ponthieu” turned out 
to be Saladin’s mother or great-grandmother. According to legend, she was 
captured on a boat by pirates and sent to a sultan, and it was from their union 
that, in the first case, Saladin was born.* 

From there, it was only a small step to justify the appeal the Christian 
religion held for Saladin, and Westerners were not slow to take it. From the 
first half of the thirteenth century, accounts surfaced in which Saladin was 
portrayed as anxious to bring together the three monotheistic religions, and 
others in which he did not hesitate to convert to Christianity. For example, 
the Austrian Jans der Enikel wrote in his Weltbuch that Saladin, when he en- 
trusted his soul to God, hesitated between the God of the Jews, that of the 
Christians, and that of the Muslims.’ A similar idea was expressed by the 
Cistercian monk Aubri de Trois-Fontaines in about the mid-thirteenth cen- 
tury, and the Estoires d’Outremer depicts Saladin on his deathbed, conducting 
a debate between the caliph of Baghdad, the patriarch of Jerusalem, and Jew- 
ish sages. Unable to come to a decision, the sultan divides his wealth into 
three parts but sets aside the largest share for the Christians.° Another leg- 
end, that of the three rings, probably originating in the Jewish milieus of 
Spain in about the late eleventh century, depicts a Jew and Peter of Aragon 
(r. 1094-1104). Various versions of that story, especially Italian ones, substitute 
Saladin for Peter. The moral to be drawn was that no religion can be sure it 
holds the truth, because only God knows it. Boccaccio gives his version in 
the Decameron,’ which Lessing adapted in the eighteenth century to commu- 
nicate his message of tolerance and respect for other religions. In the seven- 
teenth century, Samuel de Broé commented on Saladin’s decision to hold a 
debate on the three religions: “Saladin had always made fun of the Koran: his 


mind was too sensitive and too sharp to receive such crude impressions. But 
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though he had enough strength to reject the lie, he never had enough cour- 
age to embrace the truth.”® 

Echoes of that tradition can still be found in our own time, for example, in 
the fictionalized biography of Saladin by Geneviève Chauvel, who has him say 
on his deathbed: “There is only one God. Allah, the God of the Christians, that 
of the Jews, is the same God... . There was Abraham, Moses, Jesus, then Mu- 
hammad, and there is only one religion, that of the one and only God.”? With- 
out going quite so far, Ridley Scott’s recent film Kingdom of Heaven (2005), which 
recounts the fictionalized adventures of Balian of Ibelin in the Holy Land be- 
tween 1184 and 1187, also depicts a sultan who is good, true to his word, and 
tolerant toward Christianity. For example, after the taking of Jerusalem, he is 
shown picking up a crucifix that has fallen to the ground and placing it back on 
the altar. 


A major turning point occurred in the development of that legend when Sala- 
din began to be depicted as a convert to Christianity. In about 1260, the Min- 
strel of Rheims wrote that, before dying, Saladin secretly baptized himself 
without the knowledge of his entourage." In Saladin, the sultan’s self-baptism 
also concludes the debate on the three religions.’* There are other examples of 
self-baptism in Western literature, beginning with that of the Prophet himself 
in a work by Saint Peter Pascual (d. 1300).° That type of literature must un- 
doubtedly be placed within the context of the growth of missions in the thir- 
teenth century.“ In 1219 Saint Francis of Assisi in person left for Damietta to 
join the Crusaders on the Fifth Crusade. While negotiations were unfolding, 
he asked to speak to Saladin’s nephew Sultan al-Kamil. The sultan received 
him courteously, before sending him back to his own people. No Arab source 
relates that event, which must have gone unnoticed in the Egyptian context of 
the time. But in the West, a vast legendary literature developed around that 
interview in the thirteenth century, disseminating the image of the saint try- 
ing to convert the sultan. Because the Saladin legend was also developing 
during the same period, the image of Saladin sometimes took the place of his 
nephew. In thirteenth-century Italy, for example, one of the Contes des chevaliers 
du temps jadis recounts that Saladin once received two Christian monks who 


had come to demonstrate the superiority of their religion. The “sages” in Sala- 
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din’s entourage advised him to put them to death, which he declined to do, 
saying: “ “I know these people have come to save my soul, and I know well that 
it would not please God if, in return, I put them to death.’ Then he paid them 
great honors and allowed them to leave.” 

Because of his notoriety, Saladin was placed in stories that originally had 
nothing to do with him. Other medieval narratives also evoke his conversion 
to Christianity or that of someone close to him. The Royal Chronicle of Cologne, 
composed in about 1200, reports that the object of one of Saladin’s embassies to 
Frederick Barbarossa was to propose a marriage between Frederick’s daughter 
and Saladin’s son. On that occasion, Saladin supposedly offered to convert to 
Christianity and to free all the Christian prisoners. By contrast, in the eigh- 
teenth and nineteenth centuries, there was no longer any need, in explaining 
his virtues, to demonstrate that Saladin adhered very little to Islam or that he 
had converted to Christianity. At the time, authors used the figure of Saladin to 
put forward their ideas of tolerance. Such was the case for Walter Scott (1825), 
who recognized many virtues in Saladin, even though he was Muslim. That 
way of seeing things would lead Edward Said, in his famous book Orientalism, 
to say that in establishing an exception, intended in some sense to prove the 
rule, the Scottish novelist was condemning Muslims as a whole.” That opinion 
has been contested by Robert Irwin, who rightly believes that we must refrain 
from anachronism, since Walter Scott was speaking in the voice of the twelfth- 
century Franks, who at that time could not conceive of Islam and Christianity 
as equal religions, or of the Crusaders and Muslims as two communities on the 
same footing.” In his Histoire de France (History of France), Jules Michelet makes 
Saladin’s merits redound on Islam as a whole: “That Kurd, that barbarian, the 
Godefroi or Saint Louis of Mohammedanism, noble soul in the service of a 
very meager piety, a humane and generous nature who forced intolerance on 
himself, taught the Christians a dangerous truth, which is that one of the cir- 
cumcised could be a saint, that a Mohammedan could be born a knight through 
the purity of his heart and his magnanimity.”” 

Saladin was also represented as a visitor to the West, no doubt a way to 
appropriate him further but also to highlight his attraction for a world judged 
to be better. His journeys appear to be motivated by curiosity, or by the wish to 
spy, or by more belligerent intentions, a reverse Crusade of sorts. But on the 
way, Saladin also meets men who charitably help him and who later give him 


the opportunity (after they are taken prisoner in the East and then released by 
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him) to show that he has a sense of honor and a chivalrous heart.*° In some 
cases, his foreigner’s gaze was used to criticize the abuses of Western society, 
the clergy, or the papacy. That theme of a journey incognito to the West by 
Saladin—with or without disguise—is found in several works from the four- 
teenth and fifteenth centuries (Decameron, Récits dun Ménestrel de Reims, Sala- 
din), but its origin may go back to a more ancient tradition that has not come 
down to us.” In Saladin, therefore, the sultan goes to Brindisi, then to Rome, in 
the company of Huon Dodequin” and John of Ponthieu, where he condemns the 
excessive veneration the pope enjoys. In reply to Huon, who explains to him the 
mystery of confession and the pope’s power of absolution, Saladin says indig- 
nantly: “In my life I will not believe that. And by the faith I owe to all the gods 
that can be worshipped, if I had that pope in my power in Syria, I would have 
him quartered by four horses.” He goes to Lombardy, then to Burgundy, before 
arriving in Paris, where he is struck by how uncharitably the poor are treated.” 
All that dissuades him from converting to Christianity. In about 1215, Gilles de 
Corbeil said in one of his poems that Saladin had come to Jerusalem under 
Frankish domination to learn about the Christians’ mores, but that the prelate’s 
way of life kept him from converting.” All these accounts attest to an overt de- 
sire to moralize to the Christians: it was probably more convenient, and more 
prudent, to place criticisms directed at one’s coreligionists in the mouth of an 


infidel. In that context, Saladin truly looks like a “Persan d’avant les Lettres.” 


The idealization of Saladin in the West was often supported by historical events: 
a gift, a gesture of courtesy, the release of Frankish prisoners, discussions be- 
tween Saladin and Richard the Lionheart. These events quite obviously made 
an impression and elicited the admiration of Westerners, for, though there was 
originally a “dark legend,” it quickly gave way to the golden legend. Moreover, 
the development of epic literature, chivalrous romances, and courtly literature 
in the vernacular provided the ideal conditions for the rise of that mythical 
view. The stories told about Saladin could only inspire authors who, beyond 
their desire to explain the Crusades to a popular audience, also sought to enter- 
tain them and hence to elaborate their favorite themes around the exploits of 
knights and courtly love. Historical anachronisms and a lack of verisimilitude 


were of little consequence. To consolidate the idea of Christendom’s superiority 
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over Islam, the important thing was to link the Franks’ failures and the Mus- 
lims’ successes to Saladin’s adherence to the feudal system on which Western 
society was founded, and to acknowledge his aristocratic ancestry, and ulti- 
mately, his attraction and even conversion to Christianity. 

Embroidering on themes in vogue in the West, such as the Crusades, mili- 
tary exploits, chivalry, and courtly love, most writers, from the Middle Ages to 
the dawn of the twentieth century, used Saladin as a pretext to express their 
opinions about the events of their times, in some cases to support one ruler over 
another in the conflict between France and England, in others to denounce the 
abuses of the clergy and papacy, to preach tolerance and humanism, or to criti- 


cize religions and their excesses. 


A 


The Myth of the Arab Hero 


In the East as well, and even in his own time, Saladin was 
endowed with all the qualities of a virtuous and conquering ruler, an image 
widely elaborated and diffused by his panegyrists and by most of the chroni- 
clers from later eras. In the thirteenth century, for example, a Syrian historian 
wrote: “It was reported to me that someone saw the Prophet (may God bless 
and hail him) in a dream, surrounded by his Companions, coming to visit the 
tomb of Salāh al-Dīn (may God have mercy on him) and that, having arrived at 
the window, they prostrated themselves.” 

Arab posterity certainly considered Saladin the “conqueror of Jerusalem,” 
and yet his exploits did not give rise to any truly popular medieval literature. In 
this he differed from the Mamluk sultan Baybars (r. 1260-1277), famous for his 
battles against the Franks and, by the fifteenth century, the hero of a long 
popular romance. Are we to seek the reason for this in the criticisms aimed at 
Saladin, in Baghdad or elsewhere? Or did the image of the nearly perfect sover- 
eign, disseminated early on by his panegyrists, check the imagination of Arab 
storytellers? No doubt the answer to these questions must be sought in the po- 
litical context of the Crusades and of the Ayyubid and Mamluk dynasties. To be 


sure, Saladin had retaken Jerusalem from the Franks, but his successors, most of 
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them descendants of his brother al-Adil, did not succeed in keeping it for long. 
In 1229, Sultan al-Kamil retroceded it to the Franks, who held on to it until 
1244. There was no longer much sense in developing a popular romance around 
that theme under the Ayyubid dynasty, which, in fact, was not long in disap- 
pearing. Whereas the Ayyubids reigned for only seventy-six years in Egypt and 
eighty-six years in Syria, the Mamluks would impose their domination over 
the Middle East for two and a half centuries. The legend of Baybars therefore 
had all the time required to develop and to exalt the exploits of the one who 
was considered, and rightly so, the first great Mamluk sultan and the principal 
architect of the struggles against the Mongols and the Franks. It was indispens- 
able to remind the populations of these victories, since the Mamluk dynasty’s 
legitimacy was founded on them. It goes without saying, moreover, that a Sala- 
din legend had little chance of developing under the reign of those who had 
dethroned the last representatives of his dynasty and who, in place of Kurdish 
power, had installed a Turkish power, which the Ottomans would prolong 
until the early twentieth century. 

Unlike what happened in the West, the Saladin legend in the East did not 
benefit from any political or literary conditions favorable to its rise, until, that 
is, the nineteenth century. In the seventeenth century, a Turkish pasha had the 
interior of Saladin’s mausoleum adorned with ceramic tiles and an inscription, 
to thank him for having delivered Jerusalem from the “stain of the infidels”; 
but it was not until the late nineteenth century and the birth of a Turkish and 
then an Arab nationalism that Saladin returned to the forefront of the scene. 
The reign of the Ottoman sultan Abdülhamid II (1876-1909) marked an impor- 
tant moment in that respect. Like Saladin, that sultan, motivated by a strong 
pan-Islamic desire, styled himself a reunifier of the Muslim world. It was he 
who, in 1878, had a first marble coffin built in Saladin’s mausoleum, next to the 
carved wood coffin from the Ayyubid era. Twenty years later, the German em- 
peror William II decided to restore the marble coffin. His chamberlain, Ernst 
Freiherr von Mirbach, provides us with a precise description not only of Wil- 
liam’s stay in Damascus but also of Saladin’s mausoleum.* The imperial couple, 
received with great pomp by the municipality of Damascus on November 7, 
1898, visited the city’s souk the next day as well as the Umayyad Mosque, which 
had been destroyed shortly beforehand by a great fire but was already under re- 
construction. They then went to Saladin’s tomb, adjoining the Great Mosque to 


the north. Inside the small building, covered with a cupola, were two sarcophagi 
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in carved and painted wood. The first was attributed to Saladin and the second 
to “one of his grand viziers.” One of these sarcophagi, according to Mirbach, was 
enclosed within a second, of “rather ugly” marble. This was the one Abdülhamid 
had built. 

At present in Saladin’s mausoleum, two sarcophagi are displayed, one in 
carved wood and the other in decorated white marble. There is no doubt that 
the marble sarcophagus is the one that the Ottoman sultan ordered and that 
Emperor William II restored. The attribution of the carved wood sarcophagus 
is more difficult, since no inscription clearly attributes it to Saladin. The only 
inscriptions, running along the upper horizontal band, are Koranic (sura 2:255- 
256). Jean Sauvaget long ago pointed out that the popular tradition attributed 
that wood cenotaph to a “secretary” of Saladin’s; but, arguing that al-Fadil had 
died in Cairo, he concluded, after a brilliant analysis of the style and richness of 
its carvings, that this cenotaph could only be the original one, conserved after 
the emperor's restoration and placed next to the new tomb. Sauvaget also noted 
that only two of the remaining faces of the wood cenotaph are ancient, and 
were themselves shortened somewhat during the last restoration, as attested by 
the Koranic inscription, which displays a lacuna at each of its corners. Sauvaget’s 
attribution has been accepted by all historians to this day.’ A few questions per- 
sist, however. Is it not surprising, in the first place, that Saladin’s coffin bears 
neither his name nor the date of his death? The historian Ibn Khallikan himself 
indicates that, when it was moved to Damascus in 1281-1282, he was able to read 
on Saladin’s coffin the date of his death (and also, no doubt, his name and titula- 
ture, since otherwise the date would have been meaningless) as well as this 
sentence, inspired, he was told, by Qadi al-Fadil: “Almighty God! let his soul be 
acceptable to thee and open to him the gates of Paradise; that being the last con- 
quest (lit. opening) for which he hoped.”* Of course, it may be supposed that the 
inscription appeared on the two lost sides of the cenotaph, but it is more likely, 
given its length, that it occupied the entire surface of the coffin. In addition, 
Sauvaget did not call attention to Mirbach’s remark that there were two wood 
coffins in the late nineteenth century, one of which was inside the marble sar- 
cophagus. It is clear that only a verification of the contents of the sarcophagus 
may allow us to shed a little light on that question. Several hypotheses remain 
open to this day. 

On the evening of November 8, 1898, a gala dinner was held for the impe- 
rial couple, and the emperor, having listened to a young ulema shower the 
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sultan and the emperor with praise, gave a speech in which he said he was 
deeply moved by the sultan’s hospitality and very happy to “find himself in the 
place where lived one of the most chivalrous sovereigns of all time, the great 
sultan Saladin, a fearless knight beyond reproach, who often had to teach his 
enemies true chivalry.” He thanked the sultan and added that he hoped one 
day to see the 300 million Muslims living throughout the world recognize 
Abdiilhamid as their caliph. The Turks, according to Mirbach, were very moved 
by the emperor's speech, since it was the first time they had heard from the 
mouth of such a high-placed figure words of such warmth. The next day, the 
emperor had flowers placed on Saladin’s tomb, and it was following that visit 
that he decided to have it restored. Above the new coffin a silver lamp was sus- 
pended, on which were depicted side by side his monogram and that of the 
Ottoman sultan. A laurel wreath in gilded wood, adorned with the crown and 
the imperial insignia W II IR (William II Imperator Rex), the Prussian eagle, 
and the German iron cross was placed on the tomb. In the center, under the 
imperial insignia, and on a ribbon encircling the wreath, ran inscriptions evok- 
ing William II’s visit to Damascus in 1898 and bearing Saladin’s name.® In the 
lower part of the wreath, in larger characters, was the inscription “God loves 
those who do good” (Koran 2:195, 5:13). That trip by William II to the East was 
a diplomatic event, since it ended an isolationist period for the Ottoman Em- 
pire: each of his gestures therefore assumed great symbolic importance. On 
one hand, the sultan wished to stand as the leader of the Muslim world as a 
whole; hence William II’s allusion to the caliphate and its 300 million Muslim 
subjects. On the other, Abdiilhamid II, in opposition to the imperialism of France 
and England—which were accused of conducting a new “Crusade” against “the 
sick man of the Bosphorus’ —was assured, in seeking a rapprochement with 
the emperor, of an important international alliance. In 1903, while the renovated 
tomb of Saladin was being inaugurated, the huge railroad project that Abdiil- 
hamid had conferred on the Germans, and which was supposed to connect the 
Black Sea to Baghdad (Baghdad-Bahn), was also getting under way. For the Ger- 
man emperor, that journey to Syria-Palestine was therefore the dream oppor- 
tunity to claim a place in the coalition of European powers. In casting into re- 
lief the sultan’s dual temporal and spiritual function, he also sought to emphasize 
his own position as Summus Episcopus, head of the Protestant church of Prussia. 
The religious dimension of his trip was apparent in the fact that his ultimate 


destination was a visit to Jerusalem and the brand-new German Lutheran 
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Church of the Redeemer, inaugurated a few days earlier, on October 31, 1898. 
That policy could only displease France and England, which believed that, with 
that journey, Germany was meddling in their affairs in the Middle East. When 
World War I broke out and Germany and the Ottoman Empire were defeated, 
Lawrence of Arabia therefore hastened to bring back to England, as a trophy, 
the laurel wreath placed on Saladin’s tomb, a symbol of the Germano-Turkish 
alliance and the struggle of the Arab-Turkish world against any new form of 
“Crusade 

I shall come back to the reasons behind Saladin’s return to the Middle East- 
ern scene, but let me first note that, in reaction to French and English coloniza- 
tion, and especially to the creation of the state of Israel, three Arab countries— 
Iraq, Syria, and Egypt—embraced the legacy of that sultan, who became the 
symbol of resistance to the Western occupation. It is significant that, even to- 
day, forceful references to Saladin arise every time the Arab world feels humili- 
ated or attacked by the Western countries or by the state of Israel. But why 
choose Saladin and not Baybars, for example, as in the medieval legend? Prob- 
ably because Jerusalem rapidly became the center of all strategic interests, and 
Saladin’s glory rested primarily on the liberation of the holy city. Neither Bay- 
bars nor Saladin was Arab. But Baybars the Turk, by virtue of his ethnicity, 
may have appeared too closely linked to the Ottoman dynasty, against which 
Arab nationalism stood opposed. The Kurdish figure of Saladin was more neu- 
tral, because no great Kurdish dynasty since the Ayyubids had taken root in 
the region. In addition, it was easier to “Arabize” Saladin, known for his attach- 
ment to the Arabic language and Arab culture, to religious disciplines and the 
defense of Islam in general, than to Arabize Baybars, the emancipated slave, 
warrior, and military hero. Arab historians, but also heads of state, novelists, 
and filmmakers, have often seized on Saladin as a personality, the model of an 
ideal sovereign who was able to restore Islam’s pride and dignity in the face of 
Western Christendom. 

The Saladin myth gradually acquired greater scope in the Arab countries 
of the twentieth century. I use the term “myth” rather than “legend” here be- 
cause, unlike the Western legend, which was elaborated on the basis of a 
corpus of precise texts, accounts that amplified, transformed, or distorted real 
events in order to educate or entertain a popular public, the Saladin myth in 
Arab countries is closer to a political construction that freely and subjectively 


interprets a historical reality to adapt it to a given situation. Political myths 
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also have “an explicative function, providing a certain number of keys for the 
comprehension of the present, constituting a grid through which the discon- 
certing chaos of facts and events seems to acquire an order. . . . Nostalgia for 
past golden ages generally leads to an expectation of and prophesies about their 
resurrection. . . . The step from denouncing evil conspiracies to calling for the 
Savior, the redemptive leader, is, moreover, quickly taken.”* From this perspec- 
tive, any popular orator or political leader, any state, artist, or writer, can ap- 
propriate the myth, decide to give it one form of expression or another, and use 
it to his or her own ends. Although the forms and vehicles of the Saladin myth 
have varied, the image of the individual behind it remains fixed, immutable. 
Tampering with it would mean destroying the myth. That image is of a charis- 
matic, generous, and chivalrous leader, a courageous and victorious warrior, but 
one who respects his adversaries, the vanquisher of Western expansionism. 
Anyone who would call it into question or even discuss it would risk looking 
like an iconoclast. 

The Saladin myth has given rise to many forms of expression. In the Pales- 
tinian territories, the thoroughfare crossing the Gaza Strip from north to south 
is called the “Saladin Highway.” In Damascus, under the presidency of Hafez al- 
Assad, a large statue of Saladin was installed in front of the imposing citadel— 
a symbol of military might—reconstituted in great part during the Ayyubid 
era. Saladin is shown riding horseback, sword in hand, surrounded by foot 
soldiers, who are armed with spears and swords. According to the historian 
Carole Hillenbrand, who heard it from the sculptor himself, one of the figures 
posted on Saladin’s right is a Sufi, whom the artist placed there to underscore 
the union of the saber and popular faith under Saladin’s banner.’ In back of the 
horse, dwarfed by the full height of the statue, Reginald of Chatillon and Guy 
of Lusignan are seated on a rock. Guy of Lusignan holds a pouch in his hand 
containing the money for his ransom, while Reginald is bowing his head and 
staring at the ground. 

In Baghdad, on the right bank of the Tigris, Saddam Hussein also had a 
statue of the sultan installed on a raised strip of ground outside his residential 
complex.” Both presidents, of Syria and of Iraq, often used Saladin in their po- 
litical propaganda. The official biographies of Saddam Hussein went so far as to 
change his birth date, moving it from 1939 to 1937, no doubt to make it coincide 
with the eight hundredth anniversary of Saladin’s birth (1137). The sultan’s effigy 


adorned stamps and banknotes; his name was introduced into the Iraqi national 
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anthem, along with the names of the Assyrians, the Babylonians, and Hārūn 
al-Rashid." In the office of President Hafez al-Assad in Damascus, there was a 
painting depicting the Battle of Hattin. An artist, asked to create a poster based 
on that painting, added above the battle scene a large portrait of al-Assad, with 
the words “from Hattin to Tishrin,” an allusion to Saladin’s victory on one 
hand, the 1973 War of October (Tishrin) against Israel on the other. That poster 
was widely distributed during the referendum held in 1991, despite the fact that 
the slogan the artist invented underscores the contrast more than the resem- 
blance between those two battles, since Hattin was a great victory for Saladin 
and the War of October a crushing defeat for the Syrians.’* Lisa Wedeen has 
noted, among the jokes circulating during President Hafez al-Assad’s time, an 
anecdote that indicates how the popular imagination twists government propa- 
ganda. “A history teacher gives a lecture and asks his students: “Who killed Salah 
al-Din?’ The students become frightened and begin crying. “We didn’t do it, 
teacher, we swear.’ The teacher is surprised and sends for the principal. The prin- 
cipal comes and asks, “What is the matter?’ The teacher says, ‘I asked them who 
killed Salah al-Din and no one answered.’ The students begin to cry again. The 
principal asks: ‘Do you suspect one of them?’ ””? 

In 1987, on the eight hundredth anniversary of the victory of Hattin, three 
colloquia took place simultaneously—in Baghdad, Cairo, and Damascus—to 
celebrate the event, and many publications on Saladin appeared. The Syrian 
press pointed out the similarities between the past and the present, the Crusad- 
ers and the Zionists; they presented Saladin as the embodiment of the Arab 
nation and the Crusades as the prefiguration of the imperialist spirit. In Cairo, 
a colloquium held by the Egyptian Afro-Asian People’s Solidarity Organization 
took place in the presence of the grand imam of al-Azhar, the mufti of Egypt, 
the Coptic patriarch of Alexandria, the vice prime minister, the minister of 
foreign affairs, three British scholars, and many scholars from Egypt, Yemen, 
Libya, Lebanon, Iraq, and Sudan. The sheikh of al-Azhar insisted that the Cru- 
sades, though conducted in the name of the cross and the Messiah, were not 
religious wars but rather “barbaric wars of colonization.” The Coptic patriarch 
expressed similar views, declaring that the Crusades were not directed against 
Muslims alone but also against the Christians of Hungary and the Byzantine 
Empire. The Crusaders, according to him, hid behind religious motives to con- 
quer territories. “It is neither a question of pilgrims, nor a question of crosses, 


nor a question of Jerusalem. It is a question of occupation [ihtildl],” he wrote. He 
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also voiced vibrant praise for Saladin, a good and generous man who spared 
women and children and unified the Arabs.” The objective of all these speeches 
is very clearly to affirm, in an Egyptian context of proliferating assaults on the 
Copts in recent years, that the battle of the hero Saladin was not a battle against 
the Christians but that of a people (the Arabs) against a foreign invader. All the 
speakers therefore took care to distinguish the Westerners from the Eastern 
Christians, who also fought, and are still often fighting, alongside the Muslims 
for Arab nationalism and against the state of Israel. 

It is therefore the contemporary context that is once again redrawing the 
lines of Saladin’s image; and Saladin, whose aura is no longer contested by any- 
one in the Sunni world, in some sense legitimates the cause they are seeking to 
defend. In Baghdad, a publisher put out a children’s book under the title The 
Hero Saladin, with, on its cover, a portrait of Saddam Hussein. Cavalrymen armed 
with swords are represented in the background. The first part of the book is a 
brief presentation of the life of Saladin, while the second and longer part is de- 
voted to the new leader “Saladin II Saddam Hussein.” That identification of Sad- 
dam Hussein with Saladin continued after 1987, and Iraqi propaganda gave it 
a place of honor during the first Gulf War in r997. Just as Saladin resisted the 
Third Crusade in 1191, the propaganda claimed, Saddam Hussein would stamp 
out the “new Crusaders” from the West. It is therefore understandable why, in 
that context, George W. Bush’s speech calling for a new Crusade against terror- 
ism in the wake of September 11, 2001, could only throw oil on the fire and revive 
fanaticism. 

The figure of Saladin has been used in the Muslim world well beyond the 
Middle East. It is also found in the Maghreb, for example, where the Algerian 
theologian Aba Jara Sultani depicts Saladin as the symbol of Muslim resistance 
as a whole, asserting, on the twentieth anniversary of Algerian independence, 
that the Algerian war represented “a second and definitive victory of Islam over 
the Crusade. ... That Islamic might, which had annihilated the Crusaders 
by liberating Jerusalem from their infidel hands, could not be overcome by the 
Europeans. Their hopes were dashed even more when, in 1962, they discovered 
that Salah al-Din and everything he symbolized had not died and that he was 
not an Ayyubid but a Shafite Muslim.”” Even in Pakistan, the emblematic figure 
of Muhammad ‘Ali Jinnah (1876-1948), the country’s founder, was compared to 
Saladin. According to one of his biographers, the Pakistani hero, like Saladin, 


owed his fame to his victories; like him, Jinnah was an outsider; like him, the 
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Pakistani fought renowned foes; and like Saladin, he sought to reproduce the 
model of Muslim leadership instituted by the Prophet. The author writes that, 
in the popular imagination, Jinnah has been compared to Saladin more than to 
Gandhi, Nelson Mandela, or Charles de Gaulle, because he was first and fore- 
most the expression of a Muslim identity. In that chorus of praise, only Shiite 
religious communities stand out as an exception. For them, Saladin is in the first 
place the person who put an end to the Shiite dynasty of the Fatimids, and on 
certain Internet sites there are astonishingly polemical articles aimed at demon- 


strating that he was nothing but an ambitious and power-hungry man.” 


Literary fiction, cinema, and more recently television have also participated 
in spreading the Saladin myth. The Christian writer Jurji Zaydan (Beirut, 1861- 
Cairo, 1914), the founder of the famous Egyptian review Al-Hilāl (The Crescent, 
1892), was one of the chief inspirations for the Arab “renaissance” movement 
(nahda) of the late nineteenth century. The author of a history of Muslim civiliza- 
tion in five volumes (1902-1906) and of a major history of Arabic literature in four 
volumes (1911-1914), he was also the person who gave the historical novel its pedi- 
gree in the Arab world. His twenty-some novels enjoyed great success and still 
have a large readership today.”° In the one he called Saladin and the Assassins’ 
Ruses (1913), his focus was neither Saladin’s jihad nor his reunification of the 
Muslim states. The action takes place at the very beginning of Saladin’s reign, 
when he was still in Egypt, and the plot turns on two fictional characters united 
by love: a sister of the Fatimid caliph named Sayyidat al-Mulk—perhaps inspired 
by Sitt al-Mulk, sister to the Fatimid caliph al-Hakim (r. 996-1021)—and ‘Imad 
al-Din, a young soldier completely devoted to Saladin. ‘Imad al-Din has sworn to 
himself to eliminate the leader of the Assassins, to prevent him from killing Sala- 
din. Saladin appears in the background as a young man not at all predestined for 
power, ambitious but inexperienced. Thanks to his father’s advice, he gradually 
transforms himself into a noble and chivalrous sovereign, gives up soliciting the 
hand of Sayyidat al-Mulk, and takes the young lovers under his protection. 
Saladin, by contrast, is the central figure in the theatrical play written during 
the same period, in 1914, by the Lebanese writer Farah Antiin (1874-1922). A Chris- 
tian intellectual—though secular in his thought—Antiin lived in Egypt from 
1897 on. In that four-act play, titled Sultan Saladin and the Kingdom of Jerusalem, the 
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action takes place between 1187 and 1189, which is to say, at the apogee of Sala- 
din’s power. It concerns neither the difficulties at the beginning of Saladin’s reign 
nor the defeats of his last years. The author focuses exclusively on the image of 
the triumphant sovereign, unifier and liberator of the Arab-Muslim world. His 
virtues (wisdom, level-headedness, determination, loyalty) are described in abso- 
lute opposition to the vices of his Frankish adversaries (dissimulation, double- 
dealing, and false religious beliefs). That panegyric, as well as the speech attrib- 
uted to Saladin, which is very anticolonial in tone, must be placed within the 
context of an Egypt occupied by the English. So long as that land holds inhabit- 
ants, they will rise up to defend it, whatever the price to be paid, and defending 
one’s country is an absolute duty: such is the message of the play. It ends with this 


exchange between a Crusader messenger and Saladin: 


The Messenger: Keep it [his garment, which he has thrown to the 
ground], Sultan, along with your relics. The descendants of 
our grandchildren will wear a different costume to come and 
retake it. 

Saladin: Do you hear that warning, all of you? Beware of the 
slightest distraction, attend to the slightest sign of weakness. 


Unity, unity among all the residents of our country! 


The political resonance of that text was so great that when the Ottoman 
Empire joined World War I alongside Germany in November 1914, the English, 
having established a protectorate over Egypt and censored the press and litera- 
ture, banned Farah Antin’s play. The author's protests finally resulted in the 
play’s being produced again, but not without being censored in advance.” 

The film Saladin (1963) by Youssef Chahine, a famous Egyptian Christian 
filmmaker, also uses a certain number of these themes—not to say clichés—for 
political ends. The Arabness of Saladin is asserted many times: he is called “the 
sultan of the Arabs”; he appears as the reunifier of the Muslim world and the lib- 
erator of “Arab Jerusalem.” That discourse exhorts the Arabs to reunify (the 
theme recurs as a leitmotif), to reject the occupation, and to recover their pride. 
It shows medieval barbarism as characteristic of certain Westerners (Reginald 
of Chatillon but not Guy of Lusignan) and wisdom on the Muslim side, a re- 
sponse, in some sense, to the discourse of those who currently contrast Western 


civilization to Islamic obscurantism. In that film, Saladin embodies (without 
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nuance) honor, courage, perseverance, loyalty to his word, moderation, law, jus- 
tice, wisdom, and piety, whereas Reginald stereotypically represents exactly the 
opposite: injustice and cruelty, arrogance and pridefulness, double-dealing and 
violence. In pointing to the presence of Christians in Saladin’s army, the film also 
wants to convey that there was nothing religious about the conflict, even at the 
risk of projecting onto the Middle Ages a twentieth-century situation, that of 
Christian intellectuals who support a secular Arab nationalism. The message is 
hammered in: the Crusades were not a religious war but an economic war to fill 
Europe’s coffers and to appropriate the “treasures of the East.” Historical reality 
is adjusted to avoid tarnishing Saladin’s image as the good, pious, and chival- 
rous sovereign. Reginald is portrayed as the commander of the Frankish army 
in Hattin and the person chiefly responsible for its defeat. Even more surprising, 
Saladin kills him in a duel and not by executing him while Reginald is being 
held prisoner. Similarly, to relativize Saladin’s defeat at Acre in 1191 and, as a re- 
sult, his military responsibility, the Franks’ victory is presented as the result of 
treason in the Muslim camp, that ofa fictional governor called the “king of Acre 
and Jaffa.” 

With the development of new communication technologies, a rigid and 
almost “sacralized” image of Saladin has now spread throughout the world. 
One of the most recent examples is that of the Multimedia Development Cor- 
poration (MdeC) in Malaysia, which undertook to create a 3-D cartoon, with 
special effects, called Saladin. Divided into thirteen episodes, that animated 
film is intended for young adolescents. The Saladin it depicts is nothing but a 
pretext for the creation of a courageous hero, “chosen by Fate” to lead the bat- 
tle against injustice and tyranny. Although this film is still inspired by Saladin’s 
life and career, it has entered the realm of fiction and has little to do with his- 


torical reality.” 


Conclusion 


In the first pages of his book, Ibn Shaddad says that he wit- 
nessed such noble deeds and gestures on Saladin’s part that no description could 
do justice to them, no pen could capture them. He modestly proposes to deliver 
his reader only “part of a whole,” which will allow posterity to judge the rest. 
Although the obstacles at present are of a different nature, we need to recognize 
that every biographical reconstruction of Saladin will always have its areas of 
shadow. The actions by which he distinguished himself are relatively well known, 
the individual less so. Such is the fate, no doubt, of most medieval rulers. As 
Jacques Le Goff says, “From the first centuries of the Middle Ages until the 
twelfth century, the personalities of the protagonists of history elude us, either in 
the silences that conceal their individuality, or through the absorption of that in- 
dividuality into the model imposed on it.” But in Saladin’s case, the difficulty of 
grasping his true personality is amplified by the success of his legend. The ques- 
tion of his sincerity will forever remain controversial, since the speeches, ges- 
tures, and emotions that the medieval texts attribute to him were usually in- 
tended to show that his conduct was consistent with the notion of the ideal 


sovereign prevailing at the time. 
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Nevertheless, over the course of these pages, a Saladin has taken shape who 
is not only an image: a sultan endowed with strong political instincts; an inde- 
fatigable warrior; and a man truly interested in religious life, anxious to restore 
Sunnism and to apply Muslim law strictly. We have seen him crowned in glory 
after the taking of Jerusalem, but also faced with grave setbacks, particularly 
toward the end of his reign. On the list of his successes, we must include his domi- 
nation of a vast territory extending from the Nile to the Euphrates and from 
Yemen to northern Mesopotamia, as well as the reconquest of a large portion 
of the Latin states, Jerusalem in particular. Saladin allowed the Kurds to accede 
to power, but without destroying the might of the Turks, whose military role 
would continue to grow, especially in Egypt. He succeeded, in spite of every- 
thing, in preserving the unity of his army, thanks to his victories over the Franks 
and over his Muslim neighbors, as well as his firm but conciliatory attitude to- 
ward his emirs. Although the fall of the Shiite caliphate in Cairo was much more 
Nar al-Din’s accomplishment than his own, Saladin actively contributed toward 
strengthening Sunnism throughout his territory and thereby earned the solid 
support of men of religion. In the economic realm, despite the conflicts, com- 
merce continued to develop in the Mediterranean and the Indian Ocean. Finally, 
Saladin’s greatest success was the very positive image he managed to leave of 
himself, in both the East and the West. 

On the negative side, there was, first, Saladin’s incapacity to build a state, 
despite the reforms he endeavored to introduce into Egypt. He constituted an 
empire but did not impose any centralized state structure; used the resources of 
his territories to finance his wars without concerning himself about the future 
of those territories; and sought justice while privileging a patronage system 
rather than an effective administration. The emirs continued to govern as they 
wished in the territories entrusted to them, with the sole condition that they 
fulfill their military obligations. All that explains the financial difficulties at the 
end of Saladin’s reign, the heterogeneity and demobilization of his troops; it ex- 
plains as well why his empire, too closely associated with his person, did not 
survive his death. In conflict with the Franks, Saladin succeeded in saving his 
chief conquest—Jerusalem—but did not manage to eliminate the Latin states. 
No doubt he committed a few strategic errors (a reproach already made of him 
by some of his contemporaries). It would be inaccurate, however, to attribute to 
him sole responsibility for that failure. In addition to the unwillingness of the 


caliph of Baghdad and the eastern princes to come to his aid, the superiority of 
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the Crusaders’ fleet was such that he could not on his own have prevented it 


from controlling the seas and, as a consequence, from dominating the coast. 


Undoubtedly, that is not the matter of greatest interest. The main thread of this 
book has been the analysis of discourse, which has allowed us to highlight the 
arguments that Saladin and his propaganda used to demonstrate the legitimacy 
of his power and to disseminate his image as the model sovereign: defender of 
the true way; faithful servant of the caliph of Baghdad; paragon of justice as- 
sisted by God on the battlefield, one who was magnanimous and generous to- 
ward his subjects and foes alike. All these arguments contributed toward fash- 
ioning an image of the man, an image that underwent transformations over the 
centuries, depending on the era, the place, and the political or ideological con- 
text. That discourse sometimes took liberties with the facts, overstated or mini- 
mized them, in the aim of conveying a message. The exaggeration of numerical 
figures, the choice of words and metaphors, and the disparagement of foes fired 
the imagination, emphasized the hero’s good qualities, and transformed his 
weaknesses into strengths. The art of oratory—Imad al-Din’s in particular— 
played a central role. 

One question remains. Did the representation of Saladin as the model of an 
ideal sovereign, as it was disseminated by his close circle in the twelfth and thir- 
teenth centuries, constitute a rupture in terms of the previous and later periods, or 
was it continuous with them? Saladin’s desire to situate himself in Nir al-Din’s 
wake and to lay claim to his political legacy has made its appearance many times: 
the same aspiration for Muslim unification, the same battle against Shiism, the 
same respect for religious law and the ulemas, the same energy to fight against 
the Franks. That continuity was celebrated by medieval historians, Abū Shama in 
particular: “These two sovereigns appeared to me to occupy the same role among 
the moderns as the two ‘Umars did among the ancients. In fact, the second prince 
in each case followed in his predecessor's footsteps on the path of justice, holy war, 
zeal—and what zeal!—for the greater glory of religion. Both were kings of our 
country and sultans of our region. God having granted us these two sovereigns as 
a special favor, it is our duty to apply ourselves to recalling their virtues.” 

The allusion to the “two ‘Umars,” that is, “Umar ibn al-Khattab (r. 634-644), 
the second caliph after the Prophet, and ‘Umar II (r. 717-720), the eighth Umayyad 
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caliph, considered by Muslim tradition to be models of piety and justice, attests 
as well to a great continuity in the model of the good sovereign, from the early 
days of Islam to the late twelfth century. 

Although Sunni historiography considered Saladin to be in continuity with 
Nir al-Din, it saw him as constituting a complete break from the other Zangid 
princes and the last Fatimid caliphs, who in its view were the embodiment of 
heresy and collusion with the Franks. Therein may lie the chief originality of 
Saladin’s propaganda. On one hand, he was presented as the one able to embody 
and realize the ideals of his predecessor; but on the other, his actions were legiti- 
mated in opposition to his Muslim foes. He was depicted in some sense as the 
negative image of the Fatimids and Zangids: they represented heterodoxy, dis- 
unity, and an alliance with the enemies of the Abbasid caliphate; he aspired only 
to orthodoxy, unification, jihad against the “infidels,” and investiture by the ca- 
liph of Baghdad. 

Saladin’s Ayyubid successors in turn adapted the themes and persuasive 
power of their propaganda against the Franks to suit the political realities of 
their time. The division of Saladin’s states, the family dissensions, and above 
all the advent of new external threats—the Mongols especially—played an es- 
sential role in the expansion of the army’s might, particularly that of the Turkish 
Mamluks, who ultimately overthrew the Ayyubid dynasty and seized power in 
Cairo in 1250. 

The representation of the ideal sovereign changed as a result. Without to- 
tally abandoning the previous themes, Mamluk propaganda introduced new 
ones. That is particularly true for the first great sultan of that dynasty, Baybars, 
who reigned from 1260 to 1277. He acceded to the throne after killing his prede- 
cessor and therefore felt the need to legitimate the power he had acquired by 
force. The discourse of his entourage repeated well-known themes, such as the 
pursuit of jihad and the defense of Islam (against the Franks and the Mongols), 
respect for justice and religious law, the practice of charity and generosity, the 
image of the sultan as benefactor of the jurists and ascetics, and the claim to 
exert authority over the holy cities of Islam. The same aspiration for a dynastic 
legitimacy is also to be found there. Saladin had been presented in his propa- 
ganda as Nur al-Din’s legitimate successor. Baybars was similarly described as 
the worthy heir to the last great Ayyubid sultan, al-Salih Ayyūb (r. 1240-12.49).? 

But the context was different, and Baybars’s personality no longer had any- 


thing to do with Saladin’s. Saladin was associated with biblical figures such as 


[ 506 | 


GO NOR: Ws © IN 





Solomon and Joseph, who symbolized justice, prudence, clemency, and upright- 
ness. Baybars was sometimes compared to Solomon,* but he was primarily linked 
to Alexander the Great, symbol of imperial might, and to Moses (Misa), a biblical 
prophet considered by Islamic tradition to be a lawmaker and guide for the reli- 
gious community. Upon his return from pilgrimage in 1269, Baybars paid trib- 
ute to that prophet by having a mausoleum built above Moses’s presumed tomb 
on the road between Jerusalem and Jericho” On the foundation inscription, 
Baybars was called “Iskander al-zaman’” (the Alexander of his time), a title that 
also appears on two other Syrian inscriptions of the period. The pairing of Alex- 
ander and Moses owed nothing to chance, since the two are linked in the Koran. 
In the Cave sura (18:60-82), the narrative about Alexander is preceded by a story 
no doubt inspired by a Jewish legend and by the Romance of Alexander. It is the 
story of Moses and his mysterious traveling companion (named “al-Khadir” by 
most Koranic commentators), a servant of God who agrees to guide Moses on his 
trip, provided that Moses not ask for any explanations of the guide’s behavior. 
Along the way, however, al-Khadir engages in acts that are apparently crimi- 
nal, and Moses, having reached the end of his patience, ultimately pleads with 
him to explain himself. Al-Khadir takes his leave after enlightening Moses about 
the rightness of his actions, which is simply one way to show the prophet that, 
when making any judgment, he must move beyond deceptive or contingent 
appearances. 

As it happens, “al-Khadir” was the name of a very influential adviser to 
Baybars, a sheikh known for his debauched mores and for his exactions. Bay- 
bars’s interest in Moses can therefore be explained in several ways. It is not 
impossible that al-Khadir, at the height of his popularity with the sultan at the 
time, urged him in that direction, so that al-Khadir himself could appear to be 
the new servant of God. Baybars, whose administrative and legal reforms 
within his states were very significant, also wanted no doubt to link his name 
to that of the great lawmaker Moses. And finally, it may not be absurd to think 
that the sultan, taken from his family and enslaved while still very young, felt 
some affinity with the nursling Moses, removed from his mother and rescued 
from the water. 

The identification between Baybars and Alexander came about even 
more naturally. In the Cave sura (18:83-97), Dhū’`l-Qarnayn (Two-horned man), 
identified by the exegetes as Alexander the Great, builds a rampart to keep 


from being overrun by a savage people, known as Ya’ jij and Ma’jūj (Gog and 
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Magog). In the thirteenth century, they were commonly assimilated to the 
Mongols, who sowed terror and destroyed everything in their path. Everyone 
still remembered Baybars’s prowess during the victory against the Mongols at 
‘Ayn Jālūt in 1260. Indisputably, he appeared to be the only leader capable of 
repelling those terrible invaders. It was therefore natural that, for the first 
time in the Mamluk dynasty, he bore the title “the Alexander of his time.” 

The image, known in Saladin’s time, of the educated sovereign versed in 
religious science, eager to listen to the learned, and oriented toward the de- 
vout, toward mystics and ascetics, thus yielded to that of a more belligerent 
sovereign, in love with justice but drawn more to military exploits than to lit- 
erary or religious discussions. New representations of the providential sover- 
eign arose at the time to justify decisions that might have appeared brutal or 
unjust to the population. One of the most interesting representations was spread 
by Ibn al-Nafis, a well-known scholar from the second half of the thirteenth 
century. In a short treatise, he gives his prophetic vision of history and describes 
the events that will precede the end of time.® He includes the theme of the “last 
ruler” who must save the religious community, because God has sent a destruc- 
tive people (the Mongols) to punish them for their sins. The author presents Bay- 
bars without naming him—al-Nafis may have been his personal physician—as 
the ruler predestined by God to save the Muslims. But to achieve his objectives, 
the sovereign also had to show he was cruel and merciless: he had to confiscate 
his subjects’ properties to finance the war against the infidels and, when crimes 
were committed, had to order exemplary punishments such as amputations and 
crucifixions.’ 

That image of the sovereign who saves his people by inspiring fear and 
displaying cruelty obviously stands in contrast to the usual panegyric litera- 
ture, but it takes up themes appearing in certain apocalyptic Christian texts.® 
The portrayal of Baybars as merely the manifestation of a divine plan intended 
to save the Muslims clearly had the objective of legitimating the sultan’s power, 
justifying his decisions—even the most brutal ones—and exhorting the popu- 


lation to accept his authority and to show patience.’ 


In the representation of Saladin as in that of Baybars, the religious factor— 


that is, the defense of Islam—remains central, but it is far from the only one. 
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Virtues such as justice, generosity, honor, and bravery are not specific to any reli- 
gion and have appeared since antiquity among the qualities required of a sover- 
eign. It was also expected that a good prince would repel invaders, maintain 
the cohesion of his states, administer his territories, assure order and security, 
reward those who support him, and know how to surround himself with wise 
counsel. 

Although it is obvious that a number of these themes recur repeatedly, 
alerting the historian to be wary of clichés, it is no less clear that the discourse 
on the ideal or providential sovereign, far from remaining rigid, evolved as a 
function of the historical circumstances and of the sultans themselves. That no 
doubt explains the interest such a discourse elicits in anyone who attempts, on 
the basis of conventional or forceful panegyrics, to explain an author’s aims 
and intentions. That is probably also the reason that the personality of a sover- 
eign always rises to the surface in the end. Is it truly by chance that, to evoke 
Saladin, the figure of a wise man such as Solomon was preferred to that of 


a conqueror such as Alexander? 


Saladin Historiography 


For a long time, the early advent of the Saladin legend and the idealized image it 
disseminated of the sultan influenced the historical studies on him. The biogra- 
phy by one of his close advisers, Baha’ al-Din Ibn Shaddad, edited and translated 
into Latin for the first time in 1732 by the Dutch Orientalist Albert Schultens, 
would mark Western historians’ views of Saladin in a lasting manner. In 1758 
Louis-François Marin published the first real biography of Saladin, using Arabic, 
Syriac,’ and Latin sources, a remarkable achievement for the time. The sultan, 
in keeping with his legend, was depicted as a just, pious, and beneficent sover- 
eign. At the same time, however, the historian strove to reestablish a certain 
historical truth, rejecting Saladin’s supposed Christian ancestry and the idea of 
a free-thinking monarch and philosophe, as Lessing and Voltaire still saw him at 
that time: “Those who claim he died a philosopher are wrong; he lived and died 
a pious man. It seems to some writers of our time that no man can be truly great 
without the philosophy that consists of confessing no religion.”” 

In his great history of the Crusades, published in 1812-1822, the historian 
Joseph-François Michaud reaffirms the strong Islamic dimension to Saladin’s 


actions, while acknowledging his human and political qualities: 


Possessing less boldness and bravery than Richard, Saladin had a 


graver character, and especially, one more suited to conducting a 


x. Such as Ibn Shaddad, Ibn al-Athir, Bar Hebraeus, and Abii |-Fida. 

2. L. F. C. Marin, Histoire de Saladin, 2:399. Marin does not give an opinion on the question of Sala- 
din’s knighting but cautiously adds, after reporting the legend (2:401): “I do not claim to guarantee that 
deed attested by our ancient writers.” 
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religious war. He followed through on his plans to a greater de- 
gree; and, better in control of himself, he was better able to com- 
mand others. He was not born for a throne, and his crime was to 
ascend to it; but it must be said that once he sat on it, he proved 
worthy of it. We know that, in seizing Nir al-Din’s empire, he was 
obeying his penchant less than his good fortune and destiny. Once 
he was the master, he had only two passions left, that of reigning 
and that of assuring the triumph of the Koran. Whenever a king- 
dom or the glory of the Prophet was not in question, when neither 
his ambitions nor his beliefs were thwarted, the son of Ayyūb dis- 


played only moderation.’ 


It was not until 1898 and the Scottish Orientalist Stanley Lane-Poole that 
the Western public really discovered the historical figure of Saladin. The large- 
scale effort to edit and translate the Arabic texts on the Crusades, undertaken 
in the second half of the nineteenth century, allowed Lane-Poole to have access 
to the chief sources on Saladin. Saladin is portrayed at the beginning of his ca- 
reer as a self-effacing young man without great political ambitions. But then 
his qualities as a chivalrous sovereign, which compelled the Crusaders to ad- 
mire him, reveal themselves. That work appeared in a series entitled National 
Heroes, with no indication as to which “nation” was at issue. As Margaret Jubb 
rightly notes, Lane-Poole, a great admirer of Walter Scott, seems to have been 
won over by the qualities of the perfect “gentleman” Saladin, who appears in 
his writings as a hero more Scottish than Eastern. Lane-Poole’s work, written 
in a clear and enjoyable style, was a great success, to such a degree that it con- 
tinues to be reprinted to this day.* 

Studies have multiplied since the late nineteenth century, and countless 
portraits of Saladin have been drawn, either in general histories of the Cru- 
sades or in studies devoted more specifically to him. I shall note only the most 
significant here. The description of Saladin by the historian René Grousset, 


member of the Académie Française, in his famous Histoire des croisades et du 


3. J. F. Michaud, Histoire des croisades, 3 vols. (Paris, 1812-1822), 2:526. 

4. See R. Irwin, “Saladin and the Third Crusade,” 144ff.; and M. Jubb, The Legend of Saladin, 213. 
The most recent edition of S. Lane-Poole’s book, Saladin and the Fall of the Kingdom of Jerusalem, dates to 
2002. It is preceded by an introduction by D. Nicolle, a specialist in military art during the age of the 
Crusades. 
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royaume franc de Jérusalem (History of the Crusades and of the Frankish Kingdom of 


Jerusalem, 1934-1936) merits a moment's pause: 


After so many Arab and Turkish dynasties, the advent of Saladin 
therefore marked that of a new race. With him the Kurdish, that is, 
the Indo-European, element seized hegemony over the Muslim 
world. That significant event has not been adequately taken into ac- 
count, for the mantle of Islamic internationalism habitually dissim- 
ulates ethnic and social differences, which, however, explain history 
as a whole. Yet behind that apparent uniformity, what is more dis- 
tinctive than the decadent shrewdness of the Arab caliphal dynas- 
ties (the Abbasids in Baghdad and the Fatimids in Cairo); the bellig- 
erent coarseness of the first generation of Turkish adventurers such 
as Zangi; and the spontaneity, the intellectual and moral richness of 
the Kurdish dynasty of the Ayyubids? From the beginning, the 
Ayyubids proved to be superior to their environment. The freshness 
of new blood, the vigor of that mountain-dwelling race of Kurds 
who had not been touched by Abbasid decadence, brought to Islam 
of the Later Empire a store of energy and, as it were, a youthful vi- 
tality, without the savagery of the Turkish element. That advent of 
an Indo-European dynasty, as the mythologists of ethnicity would 
say, or, as we will say more simply, of a family of highlanders, would 


reform the face of Syro-Egyptian Islam. 


These few lines, written at a time when racial anthropology was thriving 
(its objective being to classify and hierarchize the “races”), appear today, disturb- 
ingly, to have fallen under the sway of ideologies whose perils the author likely did 
not perceive in full. Without totally embracing the ideology of the superiority of 
the Indo-European “race,” represented here by the Kurds, Grousset nevertheless 
grants a preponderant place to Saladin’s “Kurdishness,” which, according to him, 
accounts for the sultan’s humane qualities and political successes. “Saladin, the 
Kurdish hero,” is particularly admired because he stands in contrast to the “de- 
cadence” of the Arabs and the “savagery” of the Turks, and because he diverges 
from the tradition of the Oriental despot, generally portrayed in nineteenth- and 


5. See C. Reynaud-Paligot, Races, racisme et antiracisme dans les années 1930 (Paris, 2007). 


kL ay ] 


SA LA DIN TETIS TT (Ol RET OTG R4 PR ee Y 





early twentieth-century historiography as a double-dealing and bloodthirsty 
tyrant.® 

Along the same lines as Grousset, but in a more moderate manner, Albert 
Champdor also elevates Saladin to the rank of a hero whose “new blood, a 


22 ee 


Kurdish blood, would regenerate Islam.” “The soul of an Islam that had re- 
mained young, healthy, and dynamic,” Saladin is described as a capable sover- 
eign, clement and generous, a valiant warrior who was able to take advantage 
of a less ardent Christendom to conduct holy war.’ 

In the 1950s, the writings of Hamilton A. R. Gibb, a major British Orien- 
talist and, like Stanley Lane-Poole, an admirer of Walter Scott, would both 
modify our knowledge of Saladin and reinforce his image as a virtuous, cou- 
rageous, humble, generous, and guileless sultan: “He was no simpleton, but 
for all that an utterly simple and transparently honest man. He baffled his 
enemies, internal and external, because they expected to find him animated 
by the same motives as they were, and playing the political game as they 
played it. Guileless himself, he never expected and seldom understood guile 
in others—a weakness of which his own family and others sometimes took 
advantage, but only (as a general rule) to come up at the end against his single- 
minded devotion, which nobody and nothing could bend, to the service of his 
ideals.”® 

That view not only belonged to the tradition of a historiography favorable 
to Saladin; it was also, as Edward Said has shown very well, consistent with the 
rest of Gibb’s writings, one of whose objectives was to incite Westerners to 
take an interest in the East by showing them all the benefit they could draw in 
terms of understanding and leading the world in the twentieth century.’ 

A few decades later, Andrew S. Ehrenkreutz took a diametrically opposed 
position, striving to show that Saladin’s actions were motivated only by his 
ambition and thirst for power. Here are his concluding lines: “Most of Sala- 
din’s significant historical accomplishments should be attributed to his mili- 
tary and governmental experience, to his ruthless persecution and execution 


of political opponents and dissenters, to his vindictive belligerence and calcu- 


6. See R. Grousset, Histoire des croisades, 2:535-536. These passages are reproduced verbatim, with- 
out commentary from the editor, in the new edition from Librairie Jules Tallandier (Paris, 1981), 5:121. 

7. See A. Champdor, Saladin, le plus pur héro de Vislam, 46, 342-343. 

8. H. A. R. Gibb, “The Achievement of Saladin,” 53. 

9. See E. Said, Orientalism (New York, 1978). 
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lated opportunism, and to his readiness to compromise religious ideals to 
political expediency.” 

No doubt that book had the merit of calling into question what was until 
then an overly civilized image of the man. But in thus condemning Saladin and 
conducting the debate at a level more moral than historical, Ehrenkreutz in no 
way introduced a new problematic. Good or bad, disinterested or opportunis- 
tic, magnanimous or cruel, sincere or calculating: so long as historians remained 
attached to that psychological approach to Saladin and sought at all cost to 
plumb his intentions, to fathom his most personal aspirations, every one of 
his words or gestures could be interpreted positively by some, negatively by 
others. 

The first to have freed themselves from that reductive view were the histo- 
rians Malcolm C. Lyons and David E. P. Jackson, authors of the best biography 
of Saladin to date. They strove to retrace, as faithfully as possible and without 
value judgments—and to place within their original context—the notable events 
of his reign, his actions promoting the unification of the Muslim world and the 
pursuit of jihad against the Franks. One of the major contributions of their bi- 
ography was its systematic exploitation of the many official documents from 
Saladin’s chancery and the large body of correspondence by his secretaries 
‘Imad al-Din al-Isfahani and al-Fadil, which had been little studied before then. 
Their excellent book has provided us with a very detailed study of Saladin’s 
reign, though the approach remained deliberately chronological and focused 
primarily on military and diplomatic aspects. 

Other published studies have dealt with key periods during that reign. 
Among the most notable are Hannes Mohring’s extensive research on Saladin 
and the Third Crusade and on the sultan’s image, and the innovative studies by 
Yacov Lev on Saladin’s governance of Egypt. In addition to these book-length 
studies, there are many articles, of which only a selection is provided in the 
bibliography to this book. In that vast historical production, it is striking to 
observe how small a place is occupied by French historiography.” In France, no 


10. A. S. Ehrenkreutz, Saladin, 238. 

11. Many other books on Saladin have been published, especially in English; these overviews, of 
varying quality, add nothing new, however. In France, G. Chauvel’s Saladin rassembleur de l'Islam 
(Paris, 1991) is a fictionalized “autobiography.” By contrast, J. M. Mouton’s little book, Saladin le sultan 
chevalier (Paris, 2001), is a very good summation of Saladin’s reign and contains several original 
documents, 
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doubt, the age of the Crusades was long studied from a primarily Western 
point of view, sometimes under the influence of a colonial ideology, though the 
main Arabic sources were known from the eighteenth century on. Claude Cahen 
(1909-1991), however, strongly influenced by the Annales school of history, was 
one of the first to take an interest in the economic and social history of the 
medieval Muslim world. This was also someone who clearly changed the di- 
rection of the French historiography of the Crusades, by discovering and pub- 
lishing many previously neglected Arabic sources. In his wake, new studies 
appeared in the second half of the twentieth century on various aspects of 
economic, social, cultural, and urban history. But biography, applied to the 
great political figures of medieval Islam, was a genre long since abandoned, 
even though, during the same period, excellent biographies of philosophers, 
theologians, jurists, and mystics came to enrich our knowledge of the history 
of Muslim thought. Only the book that Nikita Elisséeff devoted to Nir al-Din 
(r. 1146-1174) may stand as an exception.” It, however, is much more the history 
of a reign than the biography of a ruler. 


The Arab historiography on Saladin raises a different set of problems. From the 
beginning, it had some difficulty separating the past from the present, history 
from current events; and historical and scientific method too often gave way to 
political and ideological reactions. The attention focused on that sovereign ac- 
companied the rise of studies devoted to the Crusades in the late nineteenth 
century.” Parallels were systematically drawn between that historical era and 
the contemporary period. Just as, in the West, the first studies of the Crusades 
were often marked by colonial ideology, in the East the hostile position of West- 
ern countries toward the Ottoman Empire, as well as French and English colo- 
nization, and finally, the creation of the state of Israel were all experienced as an 


assault on Islamic countries, which had the effect of reviving the memory of the 


12. See N. Elisséeff, Nir al-Din. 

13. The first biography of Saladin written in modern times in the Muslim world was by a Turk, 
Namik Kemal (1844-1888), published in 1872 in response to Joseph F. Michaud’s Histoire des croisades 
(Paris, 1812-1822), which had just been translated into Turkish. It was published in the same volume as 
biographies of two great sovereigns and heroes of Ottoman history, Mehmed II the Conqueror and 
Selim I the Grim. See C. Hillenbrand, The Crusades, 593; W. Ende, “Wer ist ein Glaubensheld, wer ist 
ein Ketzer?” Die Welts des Islams 23 (1984): 70—94, esp. 79-81. 
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Crusades. Emphasis was placed at the time on the similarities between these 
two periods of history: the same Muslim divisions, which fostered the Western 
undertaking; the same abandonment of Palestine by the neighboring Muslim 
states; the same economic draw of the region; the same occupation and coloni- 
zation of the country by non-Muslims. Since the age of the Crusades had ended 
to the advantage of the Muslims, that look backward was also intended to 
improve the morale of the population, to restore their hope and confidence, to 
prove to them that their humiliating situation would one day come to an end, 
and to make them forget the negligence of the regimes in place. 

Within that tumultuous context, Arab historians succumbed to the temp- 
tation to seek from the past examples for the present. The figure of Saladin ap- 
peared as the savior, the model for the ideal sovereign, someone who was able 
to restore the pride and dignity of Muslims vis-a-vis the Franks. It hardly mat- 
tered that he was Kurdish and not Arab. Historians highlighted his linguistic 
and cultural “Arabness” and his defense of Islam, and made him a hero of the 
Arab-Muslim cause.“ Three countries vied for the privilege of having had 
him on their soil: Egypt, Syria, and Iraq. And it is significant that, in 1987, 
three colloquia took place simultaneously in Cairo, Damascus, and Baghdad to 
celebrate with great pomp the anniversary of the Battle of Hattin. The Nasserian 
period in Egypt (1952-1970) witnessed the flourishing of biographies of Saladin, 
since his role as a leader was reminiscent of that of Gamal Abdel Nasser. There 
was even a penchant for pointing out their shared name, “al-Nasir.””” Histori- 
ans at the time had a tendency to situate the birth of the Egyptian nation at 
the start of Saladin’s reign, because of the break he introduced in the history of 
that country. Since the advent of the Muslim occupation, Egypt had been ruled 
only by more or less autonomous governors of the Sunni caliphate of Damas- 
cus and then of Baghdad, before being the seat of the Shiite caliphate of the 
Fatimids. Honor therefore devolved on Saladin, both for having established an 
independent dynastic power and for having restored Sunni orthodoxy. 

During the last few decades and throughout the Middle East, the image of 


Saladin has also fostered both political discourses and literary and cinematic 


14. See Salah al-Din al-Ayyiibi, Dirasat Islamiyya 5 (1994-1995): 15. In the words of the president of 
the Institut des hautes études islamiques (Institute of Higher Islamic Studies), Hisham Nashshaba: 
“Saladin was Kurdish, as you know, but his Kurdishness did not prevent him from being an Arab and 
Muslim hero.” 

15. Nasser’s name in Arabic is Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasir, and Saladin bore the title “al-Malik al-Nasir.” 
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fictions. To mention only historical studies (which deserve more thorough 
research than the overview I give here), the many publications that have 
appeared—first, in the Nasserian era; then in 1987, on the occasion of the anni- 
versary of the Battle of Hattin; and finally, in 1993, for the eight hundredth 
anniversary of Saladin’s death—are indicative of the representation of him still 
current in intellectual Arab circles. Through the analysis of Saladin and his 
reign, it is contemporary events, in this case the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, 
that repeatedly surface. Efforts are made to draw lessons from history, to under- 
stand by what means Saladin was victorious in his jihad, in order to incite 
Arabs of today to follow his example. The emphasis is placed in particular on 
the need to reconstitute Muslim unity, which alone allowed Saladin to recon- 
quer Jerusalem. The medieval sources are usually reproduced uncritically, 
with no inquiry into the meaning that ought to be given to such evidence and 
with no distinction between the sultan and the image of him conveyed through 
propaganda. When the sources diverge, most historians credit one or the other, 
generally choosing the version most favorable to the sultan. It comes as no great 
surprise, therefore, that the result is altogether consistent with the portrait of 
the exemplary sovereign preoccupied with justice and the religious ideal, as his 
panegyrists have described Saladin since the twelfth century. 

To cite only a few examples, for Qadri Qal‘aji, whose biography of Saladin 
has been reprinted at least four times since 1956, Saladin is a man of peace, not 
a man of war, and only circumstances forced him to fight. He always faced 
conflicts with magnanimity and clemency, served as an example to others, and 
sustained the Arabs by his virtues and generosity much more than by his use of 
armed force. Walid Nuwayhid inquires a bit more deeply into the origins of 
the Crusades and their impact in Europe. He is not afraid to consider the differ- 
ent interpretations that have been provided of Saladin’s personality and poli- 
tics. Nevertheless, the limited number of sources he cites and, in many cases, 
his outdated bibliography do not allow him to move beyond fairly general 
considerations.” For Nu‘mān al-Tayyib Sulayman, present-day Israelis are the 
Crusaders of the past, whom he presents from the first page as the “enemies of 


16. See Q. Qal‘aji, Salah al-Din al-Ayyubi (Beirut, 1992), 366, 368. 

17. See W. Nuwayhid, Salah al-Din al-Ayyibi, Suqūt al-Quds wa tahrīruhā (qira’a mu‘Gsira) (Beirut, 
1997). See also Sawsan Muhammad Nasra, Al-Qddi al-Fadil wa Salah al-Din wa l-wahda al-islamiyya 
(Cairo, 1990), which provides a fairly clear exposition of the events, but without great originality. 
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religion and of the Arabs.” At a much more polemical level, ‘Arafat Hijazi says 
that he is awaiting a “new Saladin,” who will return hope to the Arabs and lib- 
erate Jerusalem. The author sees little difference between the Crusades of the 
past and the present-day conflict in the Middle East. With little historical rigor, 
he assimilates the Crusaders to Western Jews of today.” Similarly, ‘Abd al-Qadir 
Niri, dedicating his book to Almighty God, implores him to come to the aid of 
Palestine today, as he once did by sending Saladin.” 

In all these works, we cannot fail to be struck by the almost total absence of 
the vast recent Western bibliography on the Crusades in general and on Sala- 
din in particular, the result no doubt of the chasm, all too great, that still sepa- 
rates Western and Arab academic circles.” Nevertheless, within that disap- 
pointing historiographical panorama, Muhammad Mu’nis ‘Awad’s recent Salah 
al-Din al-Ayyiibi bayn al-ta’rikh wa l-ustiira opens new vistas.” The author strives 
to adopt a more scientific approach, particularly by placing Saladin within his 
historical context. An entire chapter is also devoted to his Western legend, and 
though a few fundamental works do not appear in his bibliography,” it is al- 
most exhaustive in Arab studies and more updated in the Western field than 
that of any of his predecessors. We can therefore hope that, in the years to come, 
Arab historiography will turn toward a more “objective” view of Saladin’s his- 
tory, toward the analysis of the discourse of which he was the object, and toward 
studies of the representation that Arab authors from the twelfth century to our 
own time have sought to give of him. 


18. See Nu‘man al-Tayyib Sulayman, Manhaj Salah al-Din al-Ayyibi fi l-hukm wa l-qiyāda (Cairo, 
1991). 

19. See ‘Arafat Hijazi, Salah al-Din, dhikrā murir 800 ‘dm ‘ala fath al-Quds (Amman, 1987), 10. 

20. See ‘Abd al-Qadir Nuri, Siyasat Salah al-Din al-Ayyibi fi bildd Misr wa l-Shām wa l-Jazira 570- 
589/1174-1193 (Baghdad, 1976). 

21. The Western bibliography cited in works on Saladin written in Arabic generally ends in the 
mid-twentieth century. H. A. R. Gibb is cited most often, and A. Champdor’s biography can also be 
found there. On the Crusades, it is R. Grousset’s history that most often appears. 

22. Muhammad Mu’nis ‘Awad, Salah al-Din al-Ayyibi bayn al-ta’rikh wa l-ustūra (Cairo, 2008). 

23. Particularly those of M. C. Lyons and D. E. P. Jackson and M. Jubb. 
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No one knows what Saladin really looked like. Representations of him in Western art 


of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries primarily reflect the artistic and cultural con- 
text of the Italian Renaissance. Such is the case for the portrait attributed to Cristofano 
dell’ Altissimo (about 1530-1605), who recopied many portraits of illustrious men at the 
request of the grand duke of Tuscany, Cosimo I de’ Medici. Florence, Uffizi Gallery. © Dagli 
Orti Collection, Uffizi Gallery, Florence / Alfredo Dagli Orti. 





A few decades earlier, in fifteenth-century Italy, the Saladin painted on a parchment scroll, 
alongside other famous personalities from antiquity and the Middle Ages, was distin- 
guishable from Westerners only by his turban and saber. The Six Ages of the World. London, 
British Library, add. 30359, no. 86. © Heritage Images / Leemage. 


(Opposite) During the age of the Crusades, representations of Jerusalem multiplied in 
the West, often inscribed in a circle, symbol of the perfection of heavenly Jerusalem and 
of the central place of earthly Jerusalem, “navel of the world.” On the map from the 
mid-twelfth century, taken from a heterogeneous collection, note the orientation (east 
appears at the top) and the presence of strong walls with gates cut into them. Recogniz- 
able inside the city are, among other things, the Holy Sepulchre and the Tower of David 
to the west, the Church of Saint Anne, the Temple of the Lord (Dome of the Rock), and 
Solomon’s Temple (al-Aqsa) to the east. Outside, sites far from Jerusalem are depicted: 
Bethlehem, the Jordan Valley, and Mount Sinai. The presence of small groups of pilgrims 
advancing, staffs in hand and bundles on their shoulders, gives this representation of the 
holy city a picturesque quality. Brussels, Bibliothèque Royale de Belgique, ms. 9823—24, fol. 157 recto. 
© Bibliothéque Royale de Belgique. 

















In the treatise on weaponry that he dedicated to Saladin, al-Tarsusi praises the jihad and 
describes in detail the weapons used during his time. The sole manuscript in which this 
text is preserved was no doubt intended for Saladin’s library. It includes a series of illus- 
trations, including a drawing of a mangonel, a war machine often used in the age of the 
Crusades, which was capable of launching large blocks of stone over a distance of one 
hundred to three hundred meters. Oxford, Bodleian, Hunt 264, fol. 134 verso—135 recto. © Bodleian 
Library, University of Oxford. 





With two exceptions, Egypt was the only territory to issue gold coins (dinars) under 
Saladin’s reign. In addition to the place and date of the minting—in this case, Cairo be- 
tween 1178 and 1190—a verse from the Koran (61:9) appears on the coins, along with 
Saladin’s name and that of the Abbasid caliph, whose suzerainty Saladin recognized. 
Damascus, National Museum, A/30178, A/21995, A/ 21895. © IMA / Anwar Abdel Ghafour. 


Particularly unusual in Islamic countries were 

the copper coins struck in Upper Mesopotamia 
in the late twelfth century on the model of old 
Sassanid coins. On this one, minted in 1190—1191 






in Mayyafariqin (now in eastern Turkey), a figure 
is depicted sitting cross-legged on a low, square- 
backed throne and wearing a turban, one hand 
placed on his thigh while the other, brought to 
his chest, is holding a cup or globe. Not seek- 
ing to reproduce Saladin’s portrait, these coins 
primarily tell us about the traditional image of 
the Eastern ruler, as it also appears in certain 
manuscript illuminations. Leipzig, 
Universitatsbibliothek, Iny. Nr. 339. © akg-images. 


In the prestigious Umayy- 
ad Mosque of Damascus, 
Saladin restored the Eagle 
dome above the central 
nave and the marble facing |. 
of several columns. On 
one of the commemora- 
tive inscriptions, following |} 
a verse from the Koran | 





(9:18), are these few lines, 
written in an elegant, 


facing of these two col- 
umns was redone under 
the reign of our master 
al-Malik al-Nasir Abū 
l-Muzaffar Yusuf [Saladin], 
son of Ayyub, revitalizer 
of the empire of the emir 
of believers—may God 
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preserve his days!—in the 
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year 575 of the Hegira of 
the Prophet.” Damascus, 
National Museum, A/13/101. © 
IMA / Anwar Abdel Ghafour. 





Between the thirteenth and fifteenth century, many episodes from Saladin’s career were 


represented in the Western chronicles dealing with the Crusades. These illustrations tell 
us about Westerners’ views of the Crusades, Islam, and the Muslims. In David Aubert’s 
Chronique des empereurs (Chronicle of the Emperors), a vast compilation done in 1461-1462 for 
Philip the Good, duke of Burgundy, the Crusades occupy a large place, here illustrated 
by illuminations by Loyset Liédet: above, the assassination in Cairo of the Fatimid vizier 
Shawar in 1169; opposite, the Battle of Montgisard (or Battle of Ramla), won by the 
Franks in 1177 despite the Muslims’ numerical superiority. Paris, Bibliothèque de I’Arsenal, ms. 
5090, fol. 93 recto. © Bibliothèque de l'Arsenal / BNF; (opposite) Paris, Bibliothèque de l’ Arsenal, ms. 5090, 
fol. 110 verso. © Bibliothèque de l’ Arsenal / BNF. 








The Battle of Hattin (July 4, 1187), which cost a large part of the Frankish cavalry their 
lives or their freedom, and during which the relic of the True Cross was lost, elicited 


strong emotions in the West. Here it is represented in a fifteenth-century illumination by 
Loyset Liédet illustrating William of Nangis’s Chronique abrégée des rois de France (Abridged 
Chronicle of the Kings of France; late thirteenth century). The numerical superiority of 
the Muslims (to the right) is accentuated by the artist. In the center, the figure of the 
bishop carrying the relic inserted into a T-shaped cross, or “Cross of Tau,” underscores 
the importance granted to its capture. Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale de France, Fr. ms., 6463, fol. 
46 verso. © BNE. 


Following the victory at Hattin, Saladin treated Guy of Lusignan, king of Jerusalem, 
with respect but was merciless toward Reginald of Chatillon, whom the Muslims criti- 
cized for conducting many attacks and for not respecting the oaths he had taken. Saladin 
had sworn he would execute Reginald with his own hand, and he kept his word. In the 
West, Reginald is portrayed very differently, in particular, as a martyr defending his faith, 
as in this illumination from the early fifteenth century illustrating a universal chronicle 
titled Trésor des histoires (Treasury of Stories). Reginald is kneeling in a humble and pious 
attitude, which, by way of contrast, highlights Saladin’s gesture of anger. Paris, Bibliothèque 
de l'Arsenal, ms. 5077, fol. 351 verso. © Bibliothèque de l'Arsenal / BNF. 
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In 1307 the Armenian prince Hayton of Korykos delivered to Pope Clement V a work in 
French titled Fleur des estoires de la terre d’orient (Anthology of Stories from the Orient), con- 
taining the history of the Mongols and proposals for reconquering the Holy Land with, 
among other things, a summation of Saladin’s conquests. One of the manuscripts that 
preserves that work was produced in about 1410-1412 for John the Fearless, who gave it to 


Duke John of Berry. The illumination, which represents the siege of Jerusalem, does not 
provide a very realistic view of the events. The Muslims, led by Saladin on horseback, are 
hardly distinguishable from the Franks, with the exception of the bearded foot soldier 
standing in front of the door with a javelin in his hand. Above all, the weapons being 
used appear paltry, even though mangonels (ballistae) and the undermining by sappers 
played a major role in the attack on the city. Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Fr. ms. 2810, 
fol. 258 verso. © BNF. 
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Saladin is the hero of two stories in the Decameron, but he also appears in a less well- 
known work of Boccaccio’s, De casibus virorum illustrium, a collection of exemplary lives. 
This illumination, taken from a fifteenth-century French manuscript dedicated to Joan of 
France, first wife of Louis XII, represents the king of Jerusalem (Roy de Ihrlz) pursued by 
Saladin (Salchadin). This scene is much more a symbolic representation of the fall of the 
kingdom of Jerusalem in 1187 than the transposition of a precise event. Paris, Bibliothèque 


Nationale de France, Fr. ms. 230, fol. 259 recto. © BNF. 





The Grandes chroniques de France (Great Chronicles of France), composed at the Abbey of 
Saint-Denis between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries, gives an official version of 
the history of France and relates certain episodes associated with the Crusades. This illu- 
mination of a late fourteenth-century manuscript, for example, represents the arrival of 
ships from the Third Crusade and the siege of Acre. Philip Augustus is easily recognizable 
by his crown and his coat of mail covered with fleurs-de-lis, while Richard the Lionheart 
is absent from the scene. Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale de France, Fr. ms. 2813, fol. 237 recto. © BNF. 





The French Continuation of William of Tyre recounts the story of an old “Saracen” sor- 
ceress sent by Saladin to cast a spell on the Franks. The illumination from this manuscript 
(first half of the fourteenth century) relates, in the upper left-hand register, the arrest of 
the sorceress by the Franks, while on the right, Saladin and his soldiers watch the scene. 
On the lower left-hand register, a Christian ruler witnesses the condemnation of the sor- 
ceress to be burned at the stake, then her beheading. That is one way to denounce Sala- 
din’s treachery and to contrast the religion of Christ to the religion of the “devil.” William 
of Tyre, Chronicle, Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery, ms. W 142, fol. 244 verso. © Walters Art Gallery: 





Le Pas Saladin, a French poem composed at the turn of the fourteenth century, recounts 


Saladin’s progress through a narrow mountain pass defended by Richard the Lionheart 
and twelve Christian knights, a story inspired no doubt by Richard’s victory near Jaffa. In 
the late fourteenth century, Marquess Thomas III of Saluzzo inserted Le Pas Saladin into 
his romance Le chevalier errant. This illumination (early fifteenth century) is taken from a 
manuscript of that work and is particularly interesting for the coats of arms that appear 
on it. Saladin is represented here as a Christian ruler and bears the legendary coat of arms 
“of gules fretted with silver bells,” inspired, with a few variants, by those of the Anglure 
family. Paris, Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Fr. ms. 12559, fol. 127 recto. © BNF. 





The domed building that holds Saladin’s tomb, north of the Ummayad Mosque of Da- 
mascus, remains a pilgrimage site in our time. The cenotaph in sculpted wood, right, 
dates in great part from the Ayyubid era; the white marble one was built in homage to 
Saladin in the late nineteenth century by the Ottoman sultan Abdiilhamid II and was 
later restored by the German emperor William II. Postcard, private collection of the author. 














The representation of Saladin as a victo- 
rious sultan on a Syrian banknote, or as 
a liberator of Jerusalem on a Jordanian 
postage stamp, illustrates the political 
use still being made of his image. Private 
collection of the author. Studio de Création, 


Flammarion. © photorz.com-Fronline. 











The statue of Saladin erected in 1192 in front of the citadel of Damascus is no doubt 


the most spectacular expression of the interest that Arab political leaders have taken in 
him. It expresses both the humiliation inflicted on the Franks (slumped down behind the 
horse) and the union brought about under Saladin’s banner between the warriors and the 
Sufi surrounding him. 


